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ABSTRACT 
In line with recent media reports, it is apparent that homosexual individuals are treated 
unfairly in a variety of contexts. Yet, little is known regarding the discrimination of 
homosexual employees in the South African workplace. The objective of this study was to 
examine the nature of discriminatory experiences of South African homosexual employees. 
In this study a qualitative approach was used with hermeneutic phenomenology as the 
method of data analysis. Data were collected through the means of semi-structured interviews 
with ten homosexual employees from various industries within the Gauteng province. The 
findings suggest that homosexual individuals do experience discrimination at work and that 
the experiences of discrimination at work are slightly different for gay employees than for 
lesbian employees. Three themes generated for gay employees (workplace bullying, the use 
of prejudice and stereotypes, and problems with people management practices, policies and 
procedures), while four themes were generated for lesbian employees (workplace bullying, 
the use of prejudice and stereotypes, problems with people management practices, policies 
and procedures, and sexual harassment). The contributions of the study will be to provide 
much needed awareness and understanding of workplace discrimination against homosexual 
employees. It is hoped that the findings of this research will lead to a re-examination of 
human resource practices and policies regarding diversity training and anti-discrimination. 
 
Keywords: discrimination, homosexuality, hermeneutic phenomenology, workplace, South 
Africa 
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PROLOGUE 
‘Gay rights are human rights, and human rights are gay rights’ 
         – Hilary Clinton 
(United Nations address, December 6, 2011) 
Due to South Africa’s past inequalities, I feel that industrial psychologists in the 
South African work context have a key role to play in the transformation, change and 
psychological empowerment of society in the workplace. They have a responsibility as 
educators on matters relating to diversity and sensitivity, especially within the diverse South 
African context in which we currently practise. Ultimately, they have a duty to ensure that all 
employees are treated equally and with respect. With the aforementioned, the following 
excerpts from the Industrial Psychologists Oath from a South African university summarise 
industrial psychologists’ duty towards eradicating discriminatory practices and promoting the 
fair and equal treatment of all employees in organisations: 
 
‘As an industrial psychologist, my foremost responsibility is to promote and balance 
organisational and societal prosperity with human flourishing. I accept that work 
forms an integral part of people’s lives, that organisations cannot thrive without the 
commitment and contribution of people, and that it is through work that we can make 
the world a better place for all… 
 
‘…I am professionally and ethically bound to serve those societies, institutions and 
lives with which I interact professionally, with integrity, respect and dignity. I am 
committed to doing the right thing fairly and consistently and to causing no harm.  
I endeavour to be just, to respect individual differences and to encourage equality and 
diversity. I will speak out against all wrongs.’ 
       – The Industrial Psychologist’s Oath  
 
The first quote summarises my views regarding homosexuality in a general sense. 
That is, that I believe that gay rights are human rights. The second quote I have chosen to 
include reflects my views regarding discrimination. That is, that I believe in causing no harm, 
respecting individual differences and encouraging equality amongst all employees. Through 
my experiences and interactions with homosexual individuals and by listening to their life 
stories, I have reached the conclusion that one’s sexual orientation is not necessarily a choice. 
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In some instances I have heard individuals say that if they had a choice, they may not be 
homosexual due to the difficulties that they face in being who they are.  
From befriending many homosexual individuals, to visiting homosexual clubs and 
attending the Johannesburg Gay Pride event for a number of years, I have gained some 
understanding of the homosexual community. As a heterosexual individual, I have attempted 
to understand many of the difficulties that these individuals face. I have thus chosen this 
study because I wish to explore the difficulties that homosexual individuals face, specifically 
in the workplace with a focus on discrimination. As a future practicing industrial 
psychologist, I have a duty to ensure that human dignity is upheld in organisations. Human 
dignity refers to equity, equality and respect between people. I also believe that industrial 
psychologists should promote the virtue of justice, which involves a respect for norms and 
government regulations (such as labour legislation) that are prescribed for organisations to 
adhere to conduct that is fair and equitable.  
I believe that this is an important area of research because being discriminated against 
in the workplace has vast consequences for employees and their well-being. One should 
imagine the scenario where an individual in the workplace is unable to be who he or she truly 
is, for fear of the consequences. Furthermore, imagine experiencing discrimination due to 
something over which one may have no control. These considerations will undoubtedly have 
an impact on an individual’s self-esteem and sense of self-worth. I have also chosen this 
study due to the appalling headlines of discriminatory practices against homosexual 
individuals that have made the news recently. I have read too often about these scenarios in 
international news reports, such as corrective rape, anti-gay laws, ‘gay bashings’, political 
propaganda and even murder in extreme circumstances (Bayliss, 2014; Fihlani, 2011; 
Morgan, 2014b). It saddens me to detail in this paper the draconian legislation against 
homosexual individuals arising in Africa and other parts of the world (Johnston, 2014; Potts, 
2014; Swicord, 2014). This has led me to feel dismayed as it opposes my beliefs of human 
dignity and justice in societies.  
 I hope that an exploration of discrimination in the workplace may raise an awareness 
of the experiences of homosexual individuals in the workplace. Ultimately we cannot change 
that of which we are not aware. Through getting to know homosexual individuals I hope that 
others too might be able to understand and appreciate them as I now do. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 
INTRODUCTION 
1.1.      Background 
The world is in a period of transition regarding societal perceptions of homosexuality 
and legislation to homosexual individuals. Whilst in some places, such as in the Americas, 
Australia and Europe, legislation is changing in support of homosexuality (see Lax & 
Phillips, 2009; Lewis, 2011; Wilcox & Norrander, 2002), in others, particularly Africa, 
Russia and Muslim states, legislation is becoming ever more discriminatory: homosexuality 
is being banned, criminalised and violence against homosexuals is increasing (see Brown, 
2012; Cheney, 2012; Kretz, 2013). In this study the terms gay, lesbian and homosexual are 
used interchangeably, for the ease of use and understanding. The terms ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ 
are used to refer to males and females who have an affectionate or erotic attraction to other 
individuals who have the same gender, respectively (Gionsiorek & Weinrich, 1991). 
According to Safford (2002), the term ‘gay’ may be used to refer to homosexual individuals 
of both genders, that is, both women and men. However, the term is most commonly used to 
refer to men who have an emotional and sexual attraction to other men. The term ‘lesbian’, 
however, is used to refer exclusively to women who are emotionally and sexually attracted to 
other women. With regards to the term ‘homosexual’, the American Psychological 
Association’s (1997) Committee on Lesbian and Gay Concerns, argues that the terms ‘gay’ 
and ‘lesbian’ be used as opposed to the term ‘homosexual’. This is due to the historical 
definition of the term used to refer to psychopathological behaviour and the negative 
perceptions that are perpetuated through its use (which are explicated in Chapter Two). In 
this study, the term ‘homosexual’ is simply used to refer to gay and lesbian individuals in a 
collective sense.  
Gunkel (2009) states that South Africa, in the post-apartheid constitution, was the first 
country in the world to include lesbian and gay rights as part of the Bill of Rights (Act no. 
108 of 1996). It can thus be said that legislation is supportive of the homosexual community 
in South Africa (Arndt & de Bruin, 2006). For example, The Bill of Rights is aimed at 
ensuring dignity, equality and freedom for all citizens, as stated in the equality clause 
(subsections 3–4) in Chapter Two:  
The state may not unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone on one or 
more grounds, including, race, gender, sex, pregnancy, marital status, ethnic or social 
origin, colour, sexual orientation, age, disability, religion, conscience, belief, culture, 
language and birth. No person may discriminate directly or indirectly against anyone 
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on one or more grounds in terms of subsection (3). National legislation must be 
enacted to prevent or prohibit unfair discrimination. (p. 4, emphasis added) 
Stemming from the Bill of Rights, various acts have been promulgated to ensure the 
equal treatment of all historically disadvantaged groups, including homosexual individuals. 
Acts specific to homosexual individuals include, but are not limited to, The Employment 
Equity Act, The Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act and The 
Civil Union Act.  
In terms of the workplace and the prohibition of unfair discrimination, the 
Employment Equity Act (EE Act) protects employees from unfair labour discrimination 
based on their status as a minority or historically disadvantaged group. The EE Act is 
identical to the Bill of Rights in terms of discrimination but is specifically aimed at 
organisations. As detailed in subsection (1) of the applicable Government Gazette, it states:  
No person may unfairly discriminate directly or indirectly against an employee in any 
employment policy or practice on one or more grounds including, race, gender, sex, 
pregnancy, marital status, family responsibility, ethnic or social origin, colour, sexual 
orientation, age, disability, religion, HIV status, conscience, belief, political opinion, 
culture, language and birth. (1998, p. 7, emphasis added). 
Section 3 states that ‘Harassment of an employee is a form of discrimination and is 
prohibited on anyone, or a combination of grounds of unfair discrimination listed in 
subsection (1)’ (EE Act No. 55 of 1998).  
Similarly, the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair Discrimination Act No. 
4 of 2000 (PEPUD Act) serves to prohibit hate speech, harassment and discrimination against 
protected groups, including homosexual employees (Government Gazette, 2000). In terms of 
the prohibition of hate speech, the act states that: 
…no person may publish, propagate, advocate or communicate words based on one or 
more of the prohibited grounds, against any person, that could reasonably be 
construed to demonstrate a clear intention to 
(a) be hurtful, 
(b) be harmful or to incite harm, 
(c) promote or propagate hatred. 
In terms of the prohibition of harassment, the act states that ‘No person may subject 
any person to harassment’ (Government Gazette, 2000, p. 9).  
The Civil Union Act No. 17 of 2006 (CU Act) was promulgated in 2006, when same-
sex marriages became recognised by law, which made South Africa the first country to 
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legalise same-sex marriages within the African context and the fifth country internationally 
(Mwaba, 2009). The act states that ‘In terms of this Bill, provision is made for opposite- and 
same-sex couples of 18 years or older to solemnise and register a voluntary union by way of 
either a marriage or a civil partnership.’ (p. 7). Despite the fact that South Africa was the first 
country to provide equality for all citizens regardless of who they are through the Bill of 
Rights of the South African Constitution, legislation far surpasses civil views. Van Zyl 
(2011) argues that this legislation has been inadequate in changing perceptions of 
homosexuality. The widely held view that homosexuality is ‘unAfrican’ continues to persist 
(Van Zyl, 2011), despite evidence that homosexuality was historically a common practice in 
many African cultures (Epprecht, 2001; Gevisser & Cameron, 1995; Murray & Roscoe, 
1998). Van Zyl (2011, p. 339) states that ‘In the postcolonial project re-building African 
culture, based on heterosexual and male privilege, precolonial African same-sex practices 
have been erased in the claim that homosexuality is ‘unAfrican’1.   
1.2.      Defining the research problem 
Discrimination against homosexual individuals is certainly prevalent within a global 
context. Discrimination is typically and broadly defined as a case where individuals or groups 
are denied equal treatment (Allport, 1979). In 2013, the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Trans and Intersex Association (ILGA) published a report stating that homosexuality is 
illegal in 82 countries around the world (ILGA Report, 2013). Both the illegalisation and 
decriminalisation of homosexuality around the world has recently been at the forefront of 
news headlines (see Hernandez, 2014; Morgan, 2014a; Potts, 2014). Also, there are 
innumerable debates held globally as to whether same-sex marriages should be legalised and 
violence against homosexual individuals criminalised. Certain US states, such as Alabama, 
North Dakota, South Dakota, Ohio, Georgia, Michigan, and Tennessee, have recently made 
news headlines for their discriminatory policies towards homosexual citizens, such as 
continuing the ban on same-sex marriages (CNN Library, 2014). In, sub-Saharan and 
Northern Africa, where religion and government are considered interrelated, homosexuality is 
illegal and in some instances punishable by death. For example, in Uganda homosexuality is 
now viewed as a crime that bears the penalty of life imprisonment (Morgan, 2014b). The 
Anti-Homosexuality Act recently promulgated in Uganda has been termed the ‘kill the gays’ 
bill and has thus brought various human rights organisations together in protest (Government 
                                                          
1 Vincent and Howell (2014) suggest that ‘unAfricanness’ refers to homosexuality as being 
alien to African culture. 
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Gazette, 2009). In Africa violence against homosexuals is widespread, mostly seen in the 
killings of any public gay rights activists and the recent phenomenon of corrective rape.  
In South Africa, although legislation allows for same-sex marriages, gay activists have 
expressed their concerns that these rights may be under threat due to homophobic speeches 
given by politicians as well as the passing of Nelson Mandela (Morgan, 2014c). To highlight, 
in 2006 the current South African President, Jacob Zuma, described same-sex marriage as a 
‘disgrace to the nation and to God’ (Morgan, 2014c). He has since apologised for these 
remarks, presumably due to pressure from human rights organisations. The Chief Justice of 
South Africa, Mogoeng Mogoeng, despite publicising his views that ‘a man should marry a 
woman’ and being against marriage equality, has given his assurance that the human rights of 
all gay citizens will be protected in South Africa by the Bill of Rights (Roberts, 2014). 
Previous studies on homosexual individuals in the South African context are generally 
limited as these studies have predominantly focused on measuring attitudes towards 
homosexuality within the university setting (see Arndt & De Bruin, 2006; Mwaba, 2009), on 
a single homosexual employee’s experiences within the military (see Tlou & Shurink, 2003) 
or on same-sex couples and their identities (see van Zyl, 2011). Homosexuality is a critical 
area of research because in general, studies abroad have shown that societies have a negative 
attitude towards homosexuality (see Boxill et al., 2011; Epprecht & Egya, 2011; Pew 
Research Global Attitudes Project, 2013). 
Pizer, Sears, Mallory, and Hunter (2012, p. 715) argue that ‘lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
and transgender (LGBT) people have experienced a long and pervasive history of 
employment discrimination.’ To illustrate, Mays and Cochran (2001) argue that gay and 
lesbian employees are more likely to report having their jobs terminated unfairly as opposed 
to heterosexual employees. Various studies have shown that gay men earn less than 
heterosexual employees (see Allegretto & Arthur, 2001; Badgett, 1995; Berg & Lien, 2002). 
Research has shown that homosexual employees often experience discrimination (Irwin, 
2002), harassment and fears that revealing their sexuality may impact negatively on their 
careers (see Colgan, Creegan, McKearney, & Wright, 2006; Palmer, 1993). Aaron and 
Ragusa (2011, p. 627), argue that discrimination against homosexual employees is the result 
of stereotypes ‘such as being too flamboyant to perform certain roles, discourses that failed to 
equate homosexual and heterosexual relationships as equal and the perpetuation of traditional 
gender norms regarding, particularly masculinity, to be effectively competitive in the 
workplace’.  
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Discrimination against homosexual employees has been shown to take many forms. 
These include unfair work rosters, a lack of work-related benefits such as carer’s leave or 
annual benefits, unreasonable work expectations, sabotaging work and dismissal, as well as 
physical and sexual assault (Irwin, 2002). In the workplace, perceived discrimination may 
have a vast impact on the wellbeing of employees (Schmitt, Branscombe, Kobrynowicz, & 
Owen, 2002) and may lead to increased levels of depression, anxiety and physical illnesses 
(Irwin, 2002). It has also been found that discrimination has a profound effect on employees’ 
lives and may even result in increased use of drugs and alcohol and, in extreme cases, 
contemplated and attempted suicide (Irwin, 2002). Ensher, Grant-Vallone and Donaldson 
(2001) discovered that perceived discrimination has an effect on the organisational 
commitment, job satisfaction and organisational citizenship behaviour of employees. 
Employees are more likely to present lower levels of these qualities if they feel they are being 
discriminated against.  
The previously demonstrated studies regarding discrimination against homosexual 
employees have mainly been conducted abroad within both developed and developing 
contexts. As explicated above, research on homosexual employees has been conducted in the 
South African work context, but this research has not focused on discrimination. In light of 
the aforementioned two points, I feel that it is necessary to examine the nature of 
discriminatory experiences of homosexual employees in organisations as research of this 
nature has not yet been widely conducted in the South African work context.  
1.3.      Research objectives 
 It is evident from the above that discrimination against homosexual employees in the 
workplace exists within certain geographical contexts, even areas where legislation is 
changing in favour of homosexual people, such as North and South America (see Barrientos 
& Bozon, 2014; Church, 2012; Gates & Mitchell, 2013), Australia (see Aaron & Ragusa, 
2011), and Europe (see Drydakis, 2009; McLeod-Roberts, 2010). Thus, the current research 
aims to explore:  
 The nature of perceived discriminatory experiences at work for homosexual 
employees within the South African context, and 
 Whether there is a difference in the nature in which lesbian and gay employees  
experience discrimination at work. 
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1.4.      Research design 
A qualitative research design was used in this study. This approach was chosen as the 
best suited to fulfil the research objectives because it involves a process of in-depth 
exploration into the phenomena under study (Myers, 2013). In this study, semi-structured, in-
depth interviews were used to obtain information from participants. A semi-structured 
interview involves setting open-ended questions and prompts that pertain to the research 
topic, and allows for unanticipated areas raised by participants to be addressed (Smith, 1995).  
The research approach employed in this study is hermeneutic phenomenology, which 
is grounded in the personal, social and historical contexts in which a participant lives (Plager, 
1994). Furthermore, it involves interpreting and describing human beings’ experiences in 
order to gain an understanding of the nature of their experiences (Tan, Wilson, & Olver, 
2009). The objective of phenomenology in research is to obtain a viewpoint of the life-worlds 
of participants, as well as to understand the world from the participant’s perspective and to 
comprehend the meaning thereof (Johnson & Christensen, 2008). Hermeneutics may be 
defined as the art of interpretation (Kakkori, 2009).  
A phenomenological approach in this study allowed me to focus on the personal 
meaning of experience for homosexual employees. According to Annells (1996), in 
hermeneutic studies, the data are interpreted in terms of a particular context and thus the 
results of a study reveal a personal meaning that is associated with a phenomenon. This 
personal meaning shows the way in which participants are situated within their world, how 
they engage with others and how they live within a particular context (Diekelmann, Allen, & 
Tanner, 1989).  
The data obtained from a hermeneutic phenomenology study are interpreted by using 
the method developed by Ricoeur (1976). This approach consists of three phases: the naïve 
understanding, structural analysis and comprehensive understanding phases. The naïve 
understanding phase involves reading the text obtained several times in order to gain an 
understanding of the meaning of a particular text as a whole. The structural analysis phase 
involves explaining the text in an objective manner and re-assessing the naïve understanding 
obtained in the first phase of the analysis. Although inter-subjectivity is central to knowledge 
creation in hermeneutic phenomenology (Inwood, 2000), the structural analysis phase 
involves explain the text in an objective manner as is in line with Ricoeur’s (1976) approach. 
This refers to simply providing excerpts from the interview transcriptions and not making any 
attempt to interpret the data or provide any possible explanations for the findings. Thus, the 
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participants’ words in this phase are provided verbatim. The comprehensive understanding 
phase involves re-interpreting the text as a whole whilst basing this on the pre-understanding 
of the researcher, the naïve understanding the structural analysis, as well as literature. The 
end result of the analysis is a new, deeper understanding of the phenomenon under study.  
1.5.      The structure of the manuscript 
 This chapter has provided a brief insight into discrimination against homosexual 
individuals. The chosen research design and approach for this study were discussed. The 
second chapter in this study will consist of a comprehensive literature review of the 
definitions of homosexuality, theories explaining discrimination and finally, the perceptions 
that heterosexual individuals have of homosexual individuals in a global context. Chapter 
Two is written using a scientific tale which aims to provide a neutral account of the 
phenomenon under study (Sparks, 2002). This dissertation uses a combination of a scientific 
and confessional tale. The third chapter provides a description of the research design and 
approach selected based on my philosophical stance. In Chapter Four, the findings of the 
study are presented. Thereafter, the fifth chapter involves making sense of the findings of the 
study. The sixth and final chapter concludes the study by re-iterating the findings, providing 
the implications for practitioners and organisations, the limitations of the study, 
recommendations for future research, as well as final thoughts of the study. 
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CHAPTER TWO:  
LITERATURE STUDY 
2.1.      Introduction  
 In this chapter I provide an overview of past and present literature regarding 
homosexuality and workplace discrimination in order to gain a deeper understanding thereof. 
Firstly, I define some of the key concepts related to homosexuality. Next, sexual orientation 
identity development models are discussed followed by a conceptualisation of discrimination 
and the types of discrimination that homosexual employees may experience at work. The 
remainder of the chapter focuses on the theoretical perspectives of discrimination and 
concludes with perceptions that individuals have of homosexuality as well as various studies 
that have examined workplace discrimination against homosexual employees within a global 
context.  
2.2.      Defining homosexuality  
The following terms are defined in order to conceptualise homosexuality. The terms 
homosexuality, gender and sexual orientation are used throughout this manuscript. The 
constructs on identity are important for this study as individuals had to self-identify as 
homosexual in order to participate in this study.  
 2.2.1. Homosexuality. The term homosexuality describes individuals who are 
attracted to the same sex (Diamond, 2008). Homosexuality was previously classified as a 
psychopathology but is now simply viewed as a normal variation of sexual identity (Ogden, 
2003). According to Chiang (2008), in 1952, as part of the American Psychiatric 
Association’s first publication of mental disorders, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM-I), homosexuality was viewed as a psychology. It is now defined as 
the erotic, affectional and romantic attraction to individuals of the same gender (Ogden, 
2003).  
2.2.2. Gender. Dreyer (2007) argues that gender is construed by society as one being 
either male or female. Deviations from these gender norms are punished socially by means of 
stereotyping and labelling (Thorne, 1993). Thus, gay men are labelled as effeminate and 
lesbian women are labelled as ‘butch’ (Dreyer, 2007). Homophobia is a consequence of this 
and is entrenched in a society that views gender in a binary manner (Bem, 1993). 
Furthermore, research has demonstrated that a focus on traditional gender roles and the 
perception that homosexuality is a moral choice, may be used to explain predominant 
negative attitudes towards homosexuality (see Lyons, 2006; Whitley, 1990). 
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2.2.3. Homosexual identity. Homosexual identity may be defined as the meaning that 
individuals give themselves based on their sexual experiences and may include their 
behaviours, attractions, fantasises and desires towards the same sex (Savin-Williams, 2011). 
Homosexual identity formation is referred to as the process an individual undergoes first 
considering and then attaining the identity of ‘homosexual’ as an important part of the self 
(Cass, 1979).  
 2.2.4. Sexual orientation. According to the American Psychological Association 
(APA, 2011), sexual orientation is a term used to refer to the sex that an individual is sexually 
or romantically attracted to. It is said to occur on a continuum (Klein, 1993). Furthermore, 
certain researchers suggest that sexual orientation may be more fluid for some individuals 
(see Diamond, 2007; Peplau & Garnets, 2000). The categories of sexual orientation generally 
include an attraction to members of the same sex (gay/lesbian individuals), an attraction to 
members of the opposite sex (heterosexual individuals), or an attraction to both sexes 
(bisexual individuals) (APA, 2011). A perhaps more comprehensive definition of sexual 
orientation suggests that the construct encompasses sexual desire and arousal based on 
another individual’s gender (American Psychological Association Task Force on Appropriate 
Therapeutic Responses to Sexual Orientation, 2009). This definition encompasses the entire 
lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI
2
) spectrum as well as 
heterosexuality. 
 2.2.5. Sexual identity. Savin-Williams (2011) suggests that sexual identity may be 
differentiated from sexual orientation as a process of an individual defining themselves as 
sexual beings and includes aspects that go beyond sexual orientation. In addition to sexual 
orientation, the components of a sexual identity may include sexual activities, desired 
characteristics of sexual partners, sexual values and needs (Worthington, 2004).  
 2.2.6. Sexual orientation identity. Dillon, Worthington and Moradi (2011), define 
sexual orientation identity as a case where an individual internalises and accepts their sexual 
orientation. It thus becomes part of their overall personal identity. Sexual orientation identity 
is merely a single facet of sexual identity. To illustrate, Worthington, Savoy, Dillon and 
Vernaglia (2002) assert that the recognition and acceptance of an individual’s sexual 
orientation is an additional component to their sexual identity. 
 
 
                                                          
2
 The term LGBT is favoured, and used interchangeably with LBGTI 
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2.3.      Sexual identity development of homosexual individuals  
 With the aforementioned definitions related to homosexuality, it is necessary to 
understand the identity developmental processes through which a homosexual individual may 
undergo. This is because participation in this study required participants to have developed an 
identity as a homosexual individual. Various authors have developed models that have 
focused on the resolution of internal conflict related to identity formation as either gay or 
lesbian referred to as the ‘coming out’ process (see Cass, 1979; Fassinger, 1991; Troiden, 
1988). Lewis, Derlega, Griffin and Krowinski (2003) conceptualise the ‘coming out’ process 
as a set of stages that range from an initial awareness of being different to gradually building 
a lesbian or gay identity. The model of sexual identity development suggested by Dillon et al. 
(2011) is discussed in this study in order to understand the development of homosexuality. 
This model incorporates individual sexual identity development as well as a social identity-
building process. The stages in a ‘coming out’ process model should be seen as fluid and 
flexible rather than stable and may be revisited during an individual’s life (Cass, 1979, Savin-
Williams, 1990). The first stage of the unified model of sexual identity development is 
termed compulsory heterosexuality. This stage suggests that heterosexuality is considered as 
being normal by societal standards and that men and women are naturally attracted to each 
other. In this stage, individuals have accepted heterosexuality because of societal norms and 
values. These individuals also engage in heterosexual group activities. Thus, they use defence 
strategies in an attempt to block recognition of homosexual feelings (Gonsiorek, 1995).  
The second stage is termed active exploration (Dillon et al., 2011). This stage 
essentially involves exploring one’s sexual orientation which encompasses their sexual needs 
and preferences. Exploration may involve cognitively exploring various avenues of sexual 
preference or it may involve and include engaging in exploratory sexual behaviours. Aligned 
with the suggested model, Dworkin (2000) suggests that lesbian and gay individuals shift 
from a socially accepted heterosexual identity to a lesbian and gay identity. Aligned with the 
active exploration stage is a diffusion stage. Diffusion may be defined as the absence of 
commitment (Marcia, 1966). There are two types of identity diffusion: carefree diffusion and 
diffused diffusion (Marcia, 1976). Carefree diffusion can be described as a state where an 
individual is unconcerned about engaging in active exploration or having a specific sexual 
identity. These individuals are likely to ignore societal standards for sexual identity. Diffused 
diffusion can be described an as a state where an individual is distressed and uncertain about 
their commitment to sexual identity development processes. Following the stages of active 
exploration of identity diffusion is the commitment and deepening stage. Individuals in this 
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stage show a greater level of commitment to a particular sexual orientation and are more 
aware of their specific sexual needs and preferences (McCarn & Fassinger, 1996). The final 
stage of this model is synthesis (Dillon et al., 2011). The synthesis stage is characterised as 
the most mature stage of sexual identity development and may be described as a case where 
‘individuals integrate their sense of self as a sexual minority with other aspects of the self.’ 
(Savin-Williams, 2011, p. 675). As such, being gay or lesbian is an important part of the self. 
Individuals who have achieved a stage of synthesis feel at peace, self-actualised and have 
positive interactions with heterosexual individuals. In this study, participants were required to 
identify as a homosexual individual which would imply that they had achieved a stage of 
synthesis.  
2.4.      Defining discrimination 
The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission (2007) describes 
discrimination as ‘any distinction, exclusion, restriction or preference which is based on any 
ground such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or 
social origin, property, birth or other status, and which has the purpose or effect of nullifying 
or impairing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by all persons, on an equal footing, of all 
rights and freedom’ (p. 42). Various scholars have defined perceived discrimination as a 
behavioural manifestation of possible negative attitudes or the unfair treatment towards 
members of a particular group (see Banks, Kohn-Wood, & Spencer, 2006; Williams, 
Spencer, & Jackson, 1999) and can be characterised as a stressful experience (Pascoe & 
Richmann, 2009). Thus, individuals may be discriminated against based on their identity as a 
homosexual. Goffman (1963) suggests that prejudice (negative attitudes towards a particular 
group) serves to predict discrimination towards individuals who have stigmatised identities.  
Workplace discrimination may be defined as a situation where an employee perceives 
that they are currently being or have in the past been treated unfairly due to their membership 
to a specific, generally minority social group (Harris, Lievens, & Van Hoye, 2004). Thus, 
they are treated prejudicially and differently to how other individuals are generally treated. It 
includes reactions to an individual that may influence their behaviour towards others 
(Giddens, Dueier, Appelbaum, & Carr, 2009). Thus, it essentially means to distinguish or 
separate an individual based on their membership of an undesirable social group (Giddens et 
al., 2009). It may occur in two forms, namely explicit and covert discrimination. Covert 
discrimination (or subtle discrimination, as it may also be called) refers to a situation where 
the differential treatment of a particular social group is subtle and discreet because anti-
discrimination policies have made it illegal in an attempt to prevent the occurrence thereof 
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(Aberson, Swan, & Emerson, 1999). It includes behaviours that may be seen as acceptable 
treatment by others and as such are not viewed as obviously discriminatory (Benokraitis & 
Feagin, 1986). Covert discrimination may serve to marginalise employees in terms of their 
ability to complete tasks, maintain communication with co-workers and may also involve 
employees’ comments being ignored in a meeting or not being invited to social gatherings 
with their co-workers (Snyder, Carmichael, Blackwell, Cleveland, & Thornton, 2010). In 
direct contrast, overt (or explicit) discrimination involves visible acts of unequal treatment, 
such as sexual harassment or a lack of promotion opportunities (Benokraitis & Feagin, 1986). 
These behaviours may be blatant and considered to break norms regarding equality (Meertens 
& Pettigrew, 1997). 
2.5. Concepts related to homosexuality and discrimination  
With homosexuality and discrimination defined above, it is furthermore necessary to 
understand the following terms in order to contextualise discrimination against homosexual 
individuals in society and in the workplace. The terms described below may have an impact 
on the wellbeing of homosexual as described above.  
2.5.1. Heterosexism. Morin (1977) defines heterosexism as a theory and a case where 
heterosexual individuals view heterosexuality as superior to homosexuality, and includes a 
broader range of discrimination as opposed to homophobia. It is focused on heterosexual 
privilege and not just a single case of harassment (Herek & Berrill, 1992). It may be aligned 
with racist behaviours that encompass fear or aversion and may be based on beliefs, group-
norms or self-interests (Allport, 1954). Heterosexism can include the behaviours of both 
individuals and institutions (Church, 2012). For example, organisational heterosexism may 
include a lack of anti-discrimination policies for homosexual employees and unequal benefits 
provided to homosexual employees as opposed to heterosexual employees. 
2.5.2. Homophobia. The term ‘homophobia’ was first used by Weinberg (1972) to 
refer to the irrational condemnation of homosexuals, which may often result in violence or 
separation. Dreyer (2007) suggests that the term ‘phobia’ is used to refer to a fear, yet some 
individuals feel that homophobia is more than simply a fear, that it is a prejudice that may 
and often does lead to discrimination, abuse and violence. For individuals who experience 
homophobia, the negative attitudes of others are often internalised which leads to 
psychological damage and their emotional growth being impeded (Dreyer, 2007).  
2.5.3. Heteronormativity. The two terms ‘homophobia’ and ‘heterosexism’ together 
mirror a culture of ‘heteronormativity’. Oesterreich (2002, p. 288) defines heteronormativity 
as ‘the idea that society and political economy presuppose the consistent pairing of women 
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and men’. Consequently, heteronormativity inherently limits who is counted as a citizen and 
the ways in which a citizen can participate in democratic citizenship’.  
2.6.     Theoretical perspectives on discrimination 
In this section, various theoretical perspectives are provided for the occurrence of 
workplace discrimination. This section discusses Organisational Justice, the Prototype Model, 
Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorisation Theory, Integrated Threat Theory and 
Heterosexism. Organisational justice refers to whether employees perceive that they are 
treated fairly or not in organisations (Greenberg, 1990). The Prototype Model explains that 
when a societal norm is broken, such as the norm that individuals who have power should not 
take advantage of those who are perceived to have less power (Rodrin, Price, Bryson, & 
Sanchez, 1990), perceived discrimination is likely to occur as a result of the norm’s being 
broken (Harris et al., 2004). Thereafter, Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorisation 
Theory are used to explain intragroup and intergroup behaviour. The Integrated Threat 
Theory includes realistic threats, symbolic threats, negative stereotyping and intergroup 
anxiety (Stephan & Stephan, 1993). Feeling threatened may provide a possible explanation 
for the perpetrators of discrimination. Finally, the section on heterosexism may provide an 
explanation for the occurrence of workplace discrimination of homosexual employees and 
may be defined as an ideology that serves to deny and stigmatise any behaviours that are non-
heterosexual in nature (Herek, 1995). These theories are expounded below.  
2.6.1. Organisational justice. In addition to perceived discrimination, organisational 
justice is also considered an important part of how individuals view and experience their 
working contexts. The term organisational justice was coined by Greenberg (1990) to 
describe employees’ perceptions about whether they were treated fairly or not in 
organisations and how this related to loyalty and satisfaction. Odendaal and Roodt (2009) 
suggest that employee perceptions of organisational justice play a crucial role in determining 
whether an individual will perceive discrimination to have occurred.  
There are three types of justice to be considered in organisations, namely distributive, 
procedural and interactional justice. Firstly, distributive justice refers to whether employees 
receive adequate rewards for their job outputs (Patterson, Green, & Cary, 2002). Secondly, 
procedural justice pertains to the fairness of procedures and decision-making in organisations 
(Konovsky, 2000). Thirdly, interactional justice refers to whether employees are treated fairly 
by management or not, based on employee perceptions (Cohen-Charash & Spector, 2001). 
Essentially, discrimination is related to injustice due to the perceived fairness and equity 
related to organisational contexts (Goldman, 2001).  
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Distributive justice is concerned with the fairness of distributions or rewards allocated 
(Steiner & Rolland, 2006). Gilliland (1993) argues that it is important to consider the 
expectations that employees may have regarding their performance at work because 
perceptions of discrimination are more likely to occur if performance expectations are not 
met. There are three rules that may be applied with regard to the development of performance 
expectations, being equity, equality and need (Harris et al., 2004). The fairness of outcomes 
is generally determined by equity (Odendaal & Roodt, 2009). In terms of equity theory, 
distributions are perceived by employees as being fair when the ratio of their inputs and 
outcomes are equally balanced compared with other employees in a similar situation (Latham 
& Pinder, 2005), while equality rules require all employees to have an equal chance of 
receiving a positive outcome (Steiner, Trahan, Haptonstahl, & Fointiat, 2006). Thus, if this 
rule is violated, it may play a central role in the perception of discrimination (Harris et al., 
2004). According to the needs rule, outcomes should be distributed on the basis of needs 
(Steiner & Bertolino, 2006), resulting in minority groups’ possibly receiving preferential 
treatment.  
In contrast to perceptions of distributive injustice, such as pay and promotion, 
homosexual individuals may also perceive that they have been treated unfairly in the 
procedures of organisational decision making. Procedural justice includes the fairness of 
procedures that are used to determine organisational outcomes (Thibaut & Walker, 1975). 
Consequently, procedural justice is an important organisational experience that employees 
may use to determine the overall beneficence of the organisation and may therefore impact on 
important outcomes, such as organisational loyalty and commitment (Cropanzano & 
Greenberg, 1997). Goldman (2001) suggests that procedural fairness is negatively related to 
employees’ perceptions of discrimination. An essential part of procedural justice is the 
control that individuals may exert over the decision-making process (Greenberg, 1987). 
Procedural justice is strongly related to job satisfaction, trust and citizenship behaviours 
(Colquitt, Conlon, Wesson, Porter, & Ng, 2001).  
Gilliland (1993) suggests that informational justice and interpersonal justice are the 
two justices concerning procedural fairness. Informational justice refers to cases where 
employees receive honest and timely explanations for procedures followed and decisions that 
are made, including feedback about their own performance (Gilliland, 1993). Interpersonal 
justice is therefore an important component of perceived discrimination (Harris et al., 2004). 
For example, if individuals are not treated with warmth, dignity and respect they are more 
likely to retaliate (Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). Also, improper questions and prejudicial 
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statements are common in the unfair interpersonal treatment of individuals (Gilliland, 1993). 
The workplace discrimination of homosexual employees indicates a lack of organisational 
justice.  
2.6.2. The Prototype Model. The Prototype model includes victim-perpetrator 
characteristics (the demographics of the individuals involved), the perceived intention 
involved and the perceived harm involved (Harris et al., 2004). In the Prototype Model, 
perceived discrimination is determined by how well an incident reflects the norms that 
individuals may hold regarding social responsibility (Harris et al,. 2004). To understand the 
determinants of perceived discrimination, the notion of prototypes and expectations has been 
used in various studies (see Inman, 2001; Inman & Baron, 1996). The main variable in this 
regard seems to be the degree to which an individual is perceived to have violated the norm 
of social responsibility, that is that individuals who have power should not take advantage of 
those who are perceived to have less power (Rodrin et al., 1990). The greater the degree to 
which an individual has violated this norm, the more likely they will be perceived to have 
discriminated against another individual (Harris et al., 2004). The Prototype Model may also 
be related to social dominance theory, which proposes that socially dominant decision-
makers are more likely to discriminate against individuals who form part of a relatively lower 
status group (Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994).  
According to Inman and Baron (1996), individuals have certain expectations as to 
whom the perpetrators and victims of discrimination may be. For example, perpetrators who 
are expected to be in a position of power are more likely to be perceived as engaging in 
discriminatory practices than those who are not expected to be in a position of power. Thus, a 
heterosexual manager in a bank rejects a homosexual employee for a promotion. The 
candidate in this situation is more likely to perceive that the decision was based on 
discrimination as opposed to a homosexual manager rejecting a heterosexual employee for a 
job promotion. This may be because homosexual individuals have historically held less 
powerful positions in organisations because of their status as a marginalised group. A 
candidate may also later find out who has received the job promotion. According to the 
model it is expected that when an individual knows who received a job offer or a promotion, 
the successful employee’s group membership will have an impact of perceptions of 
discrimination.  
 An employee who is rejected for a job opportunity or a promotion in an organisation 
may not always be aware who the decision-maker was (Harris et al., 2004). In this instance, 
they may focus on the organisation as a whole. Therefore, individuals believe that 
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organisations have a reputation (Turban & Cable, 2003), which may include a diversity 
dimension that involves prejudice against certain groups (Mor Barak, Cherin, & Berkman, 
1998). Even if an employee is not aware who the decision-maker was in a particular situation, 
they may still have a perception of the organisation’s reputation which can be used to 
influence their perceptions of discrimination (Harris et al. 2004). In the case of multiple 
decision-makers, a rejected employee may simply attempt to discover who the responsible 
party was (Harris et al. 2004). Thus, homosexual employees who have been discriminated 
against may perceive the entire organisation as being homophobic or that the specific 
perpetrators are homophobic. In the context of this study, the Prototype Model may be used 
as a possible explanation for the occurrence of workplace discrimination against homosexual 
employees. 
2.6.3. Social Identity Theory and Self-Categorisation Theory. Social Identity 
Theory was initially developed as a means to understand discrimination between groups 
(Tajfel & Turner, 1986). The basic premise of this theory is that each group creates certain 
criteria for membership of that group, which serves to favour the in-group and comes at the 
expense of out-groups. Tajfel and Turner (1979) developed the Social Identity Theory to 
explain how social categorisation affects in-group/out-group perceptual processes and 
suggested that the theory may be used to predict certain behavioural outcomes that are related 
to those processes. To illustrate, when individuals identify themselves as part of a particular 
social category, such as sex and gender, they seek to enhance themselves by gaining approval 
within that group (Terry & Hogg, 2001). People use perceptual and behavioural information 
about a particular group to construct a group norm which may be termed an in-group 
prototype (Terry & Hogg, 2001). In-group prototypes include descriptive and injunctive 
norms, that is, they describe how people do behave as well as how they ought to behave 
(Hogg & Reid, 2006). According to Self-Categorisation Theory, by using a process called 
self-categorisation an individual will depersonalise themselves by conforming to in-group 
prototypes, which leads to normative in-group behaviour (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & 
Wetherell, 1987). They begin to view all members of a particular group as interchangeable. 
To illustrate, they view every group member as having the same values and thus complying 
with group norms. Turner (1987) suggests that Self-Categorisation Theory explains how 
group norms may impact on individual behaviour.  
Engaging in behaviours consistent with an in-group prototype serves to indicate an 
individual’s preferred identity to other group members as well as their alliance to the group’s 
norms. Thus, individuals present themselves in terms of a desired group identity (Turner & 
  
17 
 
Reynolds, 2001). For example, gender is a self-identity category (Hogg & Reid, 2006). The 
level of importance of a particular behaviour to an individual’s gender identity may be used 
as a predictor of the degree to which that behaviour is seen as masculine or feminine (Hall, 
2006). Thus, the importance of a particular behaviour to an individual’s gender identity 
increases the chances of them behaving in a manner that is aligned to those beliefs (Hall, 
2006). Social Identity Theory states that this process can result in experiences of 
discrimination, particularly when in-group prototypes require a rejection of an out-group’s 
characteristics. Thus, according to Social Identity Theory, individuals’ desires to differentiate 
themselves from out-groups drives them to discriminate against others. Heterosexual 
individuals use discrimination as a means to create a negative perception of gay and lesbian 
individuals, which serves to create a positive differentiation between heterosexual and 
homosexual individuals, and this essentially creates an increased level of self-esteem for 
heterosexual individuals (Hamner, 1992). Various scholars have used Social Identity Theory 
to investigate prejudice and discrimination that stems from intragroup and intergroup 
prototypes (Terry & Hogg, 2001). Self-Categorisation Theory has also been used to explain 
gender discrimination (Reid, Giles, & Harwood, 2005). To illustrate, men whose gender is 
highly central to their identity are more likely to discriminate against non-prototypical men. 
Rubin and Hewstone (2004) suggest that there are three types of discrimination based 
on Social Identity Theory to be considered; including two types of intergroup bias, namely 
realistic competition and social competition (Tajfel & Turner, 1979); and consensual 
discrimination. Realistic competition refers to an in-group’s pursuit to obtain material 
resources for themselves only. It is driven by self-interest and occurs when there is intergroup 
conflict over a limited resource (Turner, 1975). Social competition refers to an individual’s 
need to bolster his or her own self-esteem by maintaining a positive social status for his or 
her in-group, compared to out-groups. The objective is thus to make the in-group appear 
better than out-groups. In the context of this study, discrimination against homosexual 
individuals may continue to exist because it serves to bolster a group’s self-esteem. Social 
competition is driven by a group’s need for self-esteem and differs from realistic competition 
because it can occur in the absence of conflicts over group interests or resources (Tajfel, 
Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971).  
Secondly, Social Identity Theory maintains that there are situations where people may 
have accurate perceptions of intergroup relations and their status hierarchies (Rubin & 
Hewstone, 2004). Under certain circumstances, group members will behave in accordance 
with a status hierarchy (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and as such, group members of both high- and 
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low-status groups will show in-group and out-group favouritism (Turner, 1980). This type of 
intergroup discrimination may be termed consensual discrimination (Rubin & Hewstone, 
1998) and is central to the issue of out-group favouritism (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004). 
Consensual discrimination relates to a group’s need for accuracy as well as intergroup status 
hierarchies. Thus, a higher status in-group is favoured over other similar groups (Rubin & 
Hewstone, 2004). Social Identity Theory proposes that most cases of out-group favouritism 
are cases of consensual discrimination that is shown by members of low status groups when 
intergroup status is stable as well as legitimate (Rubin & Hewstone, 2004). This is because 
stability and legitimacy indicate consensus about each group’s status. According to the 
system component of Social Identity Theory, consensual discrimination should be inversely 
related to social competition because when intergroup status hierarchies become more stable 
and legitimate, social competition decreases and consensual discrimination increases (Tajfel 
& Turner, 1979).  
Rubin and Hewstone (2004) argue that consensual discrimination should not be 
described in terms of in-group and out-group effects because in-group identification and 
categorisation do not play a role in determining whether consensual discrimination has 
occurred. Jost et al. (2004) suggest that it is more accurate to state that members of both high- 
and low-status groups favour high-status groups over low-status groups. This illustrates that 
there is intergroup agreement regarding the nature of the intergroup status relationship (Rubin 
& Hewstone, 2004). The notion that consensual discrimination is independent from self-
categorisation may be demonstrated by taking into account intergroup judgements made by 
people who are not affiliated with the groups involved (Rubin & Hewstone, 2004). These 
non-affiliated individuals should still favour high-status groups over low status groups 
because they accept the intergroup status hierarchy as being stable and legitimate (Bourhis & 
Hill, 1982). In the context of this study, homosexual individuals may be discriminated against 
because of their lower and, in some instances, marginalised status in society. 
2.6.4. Integrated Threat Theory. Based on their social identity, individuals may feel 
threatened about the status of their group and discriminate against members of an out-group 
in order to bolster the status of their in-group. The Integrated Threat Theory involves four 
types of threats that may lead to prejudice and discrimination against homosexual individuals, 
which are realistic threats, symbolic threats, negative stereotyping and intergroup anxiety 
(Stephan & Stephan, 1993). Similar to Social Identity Theory and heterosexism, the 
Integrated Threat Theory may provide a reason for homosexual individuals’ experiencing 
discrimination. Realistic threats relate to threats to the welfare of the in-group and may 
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encompass economic, political and physical threats. Symbolic threats concern group 
differences that threaten the world view or way of life of the in-group, and entail perceived 
differences in norms, values and beliefs between different groups. Stereotypes (particularly 
negative ones) give rise to specific expectations of an out-group and these expectations, in 
turn, lead to prejudice. Intergroup anxiety constitutes a threat because it refers to a situation 
where members of a group feel personally threatened during intergroup interactions.  
According to Stephan and Stephan (2000), being in contact with out-group members 
may impact on the perceived threats that an out-group may pose, by providing information 
about that particular group. Stephan et al. (2002) suggest that prior contact is the most 
powerful antecedent of threat because negative contact experiences are strongly associated 
with increased feelings of threat and anxiety. While Stephan, Diaz-Loving, and Duran (2000) 
suggest that the greater the amount of previous contact, and the better the quality of that 
contact (i.e., the more positive past experiences are deemed), the less likely it is that a group 
will experience threats and anxiety. Stephan and Renfro (2002) have proposed that reduced 
relative status is related to increased levels of threat because majority-status group members 
feel threatened about the possible loss of their power and privileges if a status gap were to 
narrow and close. Similarly, members of minority status groups may feel threatened when a 
status gap increases, due to their fears of being continuously oppressed. 
 In terms of homosexual discrimination, Crandall (1994) suggests that there is a 
relationship between symbolic threats and sexual orientation groups. For example, 
individuals who view homosexuals as violating important norms and values generally have 
negative attitudes towards homosexual individuals (Haddock, Zanna, & Esses, 1993).  
2.6.5. Heterosexism. Heterosexism has been described as ‘the ideological system that 
denies, denigrates and stigmatises any non-heterosexual form of behaviour, identity, 
relationship or community’ (Herek, 1995, p. 321). Heterosexism may be entrenched within 
organisations and provide a reason for discrimination against homosexual employees. To 
reiterate, it is focused on heterosexual privilege and not just a single case of harassment 
(Herek & Berrill, 1992). It may be aligned with racist behaviours that encompass fear or 
aversion and may be based on beliefs, group-norms or self-interests (Allport, 1954). 
Heterosexism can include the behaviours of individuals or institutions (Church, 2012). For 
example, according to Church (2012), organisational heterosexism may include a lack of anti-
discrimination policies for homosexual employees and unequal benefits provided to 
homosexual employees as opposed to heterosexual employees. Workplace heterosexist 
discrimination may be defined as the stigmatisation or harassment of homosexual employees, 
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behaviours or identities in the workplace (Waldo, 1999). In contrast, LGBT-supportive 
workplace climates may be defined as the characteristics of an organisation that serve to 
improve LGBT employees’ wellbeing (Liddle, Luzzo, Hauenstein, & Schuck, 2004).  
Ragins and Cornwell (2001) have demonstrated that perceived discrimination in the 
workplace has a positive association with organisational heterosexism and a negative 
association with protective legislation. Therefore, discrimination is less likely to occur in 
organisations that are less heterosexist (Church, 2012). Heterosexist organisations are defined 
as having a lack of protective legislation, supportive policies and a majority work force 
composition of heterosexual employees, all of which are significantly associated with 
workplace discrimination (Ragins & Cornwell, 2001). Organisational heterosexism has been 
shown to be associated with a lower likelihood of disclosing one’s sexual orientation, 
decreased levels of job satisfaction and organisational commitment for gay employees (see 
Button, 2001; Ragins & Cornwell, 2001; Waldo, 1999).  
Research conducted on the lack of fit model (Heilman, 1983, 2001) has shown that 
the gender type of jobs is an important predictor of employment decisions. The theory 
suggests that when a job applicant’s gender or gendered characteristics are not aligned with 
the gender type of the job itself, the applicant will be perceived as being a poor fit for the job 
(Pichler, Varma, & Bruce, 2010). Due to this perceived lack of fit with a job, negative 
performance expectations develop and may lead to discriminatory treatment in employee 
selection, placement and promotion decisions (Heilman, 1983, 2001). The perceived lack of 
fit for gay and lesbian employees for certain job types may also provide a reason for 
discrimination (Blandford, 2003). Due to stereotypes portraying gay and lesbian individuals 
as feminine and masculine respectively (Chung, 1995), gender roles remain an important part 
of the manner in which gay and lesbian individuals are perceived (Pichler et al., 2010). 
Gender-reversed stereotypes affect heterosexual individuals’ behaviour towards gay and 
lesbian individuals (Pichler et al., 2010). Also, these stereotypes about homosexual 
individuals are relevant as they affect the manner in which heterosexual individuals perceive 
and interact with them (Pichler et al., 2010).  
With regards to the lack of fit model, it is not necessarily the case that being male or 
female leads to a lack of fit, but rather the notion that an individual who does not display 
specific gendered characteristics perceived to be required by certain jobs may lead to a lack 
of fit (Heilman, 1983, 2001). This theory may be integrated with the implicit inversion model 
of homosexuality (Kite & Deaux, 1987) and as such would suggest that gay men are more 
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suited to feminine job types while lesbian women would be more suitable for masculine job 
types.  
2.7.       Types of discrimination homosexual individuals may experience at work 
Various issues in the workplace prevail for homosexual employees, such as the 
absence of legislation that protects employees’ rights despite national imperatives, workplace 
policies and practices that privilege heterosexual employees, and the existence of ongoing 
wage decrements (Aaron & Ragusa, 2011). To illustrate, Mays and Cochran (2001) argue that 
gay and lesbian employees are more likely than their heterosexual counterparts to report 
having their jobs terminated unfairly. Research has shown that homosexual employees often 
experience discrimination (Irwin, 2002), harassment and fears that revealing their sexuality 
may impact on their career choices (see Colgan et al., 2006; Palmer, 1993). Therefore, the 
fear of discrimination in the workplace may deter employees from revealing their sexual 
orientation to co-workers. Also, Drydakis (2012) suggest that gay men have a lower level of 
job satisfaction than heterosexual men when faced with hostility from their supervisors. In 
contrast, Ellis and Riggle (1996) assert that the job satisfaction levels of homosexual 
employees are positively impacted upon by working in a context with tolerant co-workers 
and senior employees. It has also been demonstrated that heterosexual men are perhaps more 
likely to discriminate against gay men, while heterosexual women are more likely to 
discriminate against lesbian women (Baker & Fishbein, 1998). In a study conducted by 
Aaron and Ragusa (2011, p. 627), it is argued that discrimination against homosexual 
employees results from stereotypes ‘such as being too flamboyant to perform certain roles, 
discourses that failed to equate homosexual and heterosexual relationships as equal and the 
perpetuation of traditional gender norms regarding, particularly masculinity, to be effectively 
competitive in the workplace’. 
Discrimination against homosexual employees has been shown to take many forms. 
These include unfair work rosters, a lack of work-related benefits such as carer’s leave or 
annual benefits, unreasonable work expectations, having their work sabotaged, dismissal as 
well as physical and sexual assault (Irwin, 2002). Additionally, LGBT employees may be 
subject to anti-gay bullying, name-calling and harassment (American Civil Liberties Union, 
2007). Various studies have shown that gay men earn less than heterosexual employees (see 
Allegretto & Arthur, 2001; Badgett, 1995; Berg & Lien, 2002). For example, Berg and Lien 
(2002) conducted a study in America which found that American gay men earn between 16% 
and 28% less than heterosexual men, while homosexual women earned between 13% and 
47% more than heterosexual women. Other studies have also found that gay men are paid less 
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than heterosexual male employees, for example, studies in the Netherlands (Plug & Berkhout, 
2004) and the UK (Arabsheibani, Marini, & Wadsworth, 2005). Researchers have suggested 
that there may be a number of reasons for these income disparities. Some of these reasons 
may include sexual orientation discrimination (Badgett, 1995), a greater chance of gay men’s 
choosing to work in feminine occupations (Blandford, 2003), and perhaps other unobserved 
labour-market traits (Zavodny, 2008). Blandford (2003) highlights that gay men may prefer 
and choose to work in predominantly female occupations or in organisations where more 
women are employed. Ultimately, gay men choose these occupations or organisations 
because women tend to have a more positive attitude towards gay men than heterosexual men 
do (Herek & Capitano, 1996).  
Gay men may select female-attributed jobs, while lesbian women may choose male-
attributed jobs (Blandford, 2003). For example, Antecol, Jong and Steinberger (2008) assert 
that US gay men are overrepresented in certain jobs such as education, healthcare and sales 
but underrepresented in jobs such as architecture, engineering and construction. According to 
Ragins (2004), organisations that employ more women and homosexual individuals are 
described as safe havens for these individuals. Also, within these organisations, less 
discrimination has been reported (Church, 2012). It has also been documented that gay men 
may constrain their choice of career in order to avoid the occurrence of discrimination 
(Chung, 2001). In contrast, due to stereotypes, lesbian women are perceived to be more 
suitable for masculine job types (Kite & Deaux, 1987). It is important to note that Ragins and 
Cornwell (2001) suggest that perceived discrimination is negatively correlated with 
protective labour legislation as well as supportive organisational policies. Discrimination has 
been found to occur in all types of industries (Willis, 2009). This study will look at 
homosexuals who do not work in predominantly homosexual industries. 
2.8. Discrimination of Homosexual individuals in the workplace by region  
This section provides insight into similar studies that have been conducted on 
homosexual employees’ experiences of workplace discrimination in various contexts. To the 
best of my knowledge, in contexts where homosexuality is illegal, such research has not been 
conducted. Much of the research on this topic has been conducted in North America. This 
section has been sub-divided into various regions for comparative purposes. That is, to 
understand where different regions fall in terms of homosexuality and discrimination, as well 
as whether workplace discrimination against homosexual employees occurs within both 
westernised and non-westernised contexts. 
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2.8.1. North America. In terms of the work context, Church (2012) conducted a 
survey of 264 self-identified gay men and found that gay men’s incomes were negatively 
related to the proportion of homosexual co-workers in organisations. Also, various studies 
have shown that gay men earn less than their heterosexual co-workers (Berg & Lien, 2002; 
Carpenter, 2007), thus indicating discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation. The 
Williams Institute Report (2009) on discrimination found more than 380 cases of workplace 
discrimination against LBGT employees (Pizer et al., 2012). Some examples of 
discrimination reported in these cases included verbal harassment, the use of derogatory 
terms to refer to gay and lesbian co-workers, as well cases of physical violence. 
In Chicago, a study conducted by Gates and Mitchell (2013) included 215 LGBT 
individuals who completed an internet survey. The study found that in the past year 78% of 
the participants experienced one occurrence of stigmatisation at work. Half of the participants 
reported experiencing their work colleagues telling offensive jokes about LGBT individuals. 
Thirty-six percent of the participants reported experiencing their work colleagues making 
homophobic remarks. Forty-three percent of the participants stated that they had experienced 
their work colleagues asking questions about their personal life which led them to feel 
discomfort. Thirty-five percent of the participants experienced the need to ‘act straight’ 
around their work colleagues. Nine percent of the participants had experienced their work 
colleagues discouraging their superiors from promoting them. One percent of the participants 
reported being physically assaulted at work due to their sexual orientation. In this study, 53% 
of the participants believed that heterosexual individuals have more homophobic thoughts 
than they actually express. In addition, 42% of the participants suggested that most 
heterosexual individuals have a problem with viewing homosexual individuals as equals.  
2.8.2. South America. In Chile a study was conducted by Barrientos and Bozon 
(2014) on the discrimination and victimisation of Chilean gay and lesbian individuals. The 
study included 203 participants: 110 gay men and 93 lesbians. They found that the lesbian 
participants reported perceiving more discrimination in terms of being hired for a job or being 
fired.  
2.8.3. Europe. In the UK, Colgan et al. (2006) found that of 154 LGBT employees 
across 16 case study organisations, 60.1% of the participants said that they had not 
experienced discrimination at work based on their sexual orientation during the past four 
years, 18% of the participants reported that they had experienced discrimination and 22.1% 
of the participants said that they did not know if they had experienced discrimination. In 
terms of harassment on the grounds of sexual orientation, 70.8% of participants stated that 
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they had not experienced harassment within the past four years, 22.7% of participants 
reported experiencing harassment and 6.5% of participants reported that they did not know 
whether they had experienced harassment or not. One-fifth of LGBT lawyers have 
experienced homophobic abuse at work (McLeod-Roberts, 2010). Many lawyers in the UK 
are not ‘out’ at work for fear that this would be ‘career suicide’.  
In Greece, a study was conducted by Drydakis (2009), which involved mailing pairs 
of curricula vitae (CVs) which were differentiated only by the sexual orientation of the job 
applicant. The study found that gay men were significantly less likely to receive an invitation 
for a job interview than their heterosexual counterparts. It involved sending out applications 
for 1714 job openings. The main findings of this study suggested that the estimated 
probability of gay job applicants being invited for an interview was lower by 26.2% when 
compared with heterosexual job seekers.  
2.8.4. Australia. In a study conducted by Aaron and Ragusa (2011) in Australia’s 
capital, Canberra, the perceptions of 27 gay men’s experiences of workplace discrimination 
in the public service sector were examined using interviews. The study found that 
discrimination against these individuals did indeed exist, despite extensive anti-
discriminatory policies in place. Half of the participants interviewed stated that anti-
discriminatory policies were not being adhered to. The authors suggested that workplace 
discrimination continues to exist because of the notion that an individual is too gregarious for 
a particular position, when held up to stereotypes. Thus, the view that masculinity is required 
for success in the workplace still persists. According to Connell (1995), the term hegemonic 
masculinity is used to describe the privileging of white, heterosexual men over others, such as 
individuals who identify as LGBT. Some of the characteristics associated with hegemonic 
masculinity include having strength, ambition, restricted emotion and aggression. This study 
revealed that despite the deinstitutionalisation of workplace discrimination, homophobia and 
sexuality-based discrimination are continuing in the workplace (Aaron & Ragusa, 2011).  
2.8.5. South Africa. Various studies in the South African context have indicated that 
people generally have negative attitudes towards homosexuality, (see Arndt & De Bruin, 
2006; Mwaba, 2009; Pew Research Global Attitudes Project, 2013). To illustrate, within the 
South African context, a Pew Research Global Attitudes Project (2013) survey with 815 
English-, Afrikaans-, Sotho-, Xhosa- and Zulu-speaking participants found that 61% of 
participants believed that society should not accept homosexuality. In 2009, a study was 
conducted by Mwaba (2009) amongst 150 university students in the Western Cape. The study 
found that 71% of respondents believed that same-sex marriages were strange. A survey 
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amongst 880 university students, conducted in Johannesburg by Arndt and De Bruin (2006), 
found that heterosexual students have negative attitudes towards homosexuality, in spite of 
laws that are supportive of homosexuality, and that there were no differences between racial 
groups and their attitudes. These studies were aimed at assessing the attitudes and perceptions 
of homosexuality from a societal perspective. In the South African context, considering the 
extensive legislative framework protecting vulnerable groups from discrimination, it is 
counterintuitive to discover that no previous research has been conducted on the 
discrimination of homosexual individuals specifically within the workplace. These local 
societal-based studies emphasise the need to determine whether these attitudes transcend to 
the workplace in the form of discrimination against homosexual employees. 
2.9. Integration  
With the aforementioned in mind, to reiterate the aim of this study, I seek to 
understand the nature of perceived discriminatory experiences of homosexual individuals at 
work. In this chapter, a comprehensive literature review was provided in order to 
contextualise the study. Discrimination was methodically defined and presented in order to 
motivate its challenge to South African organisations. Thereafter, the experiences of 
discrimination against homosexual individuals were discussed, in conjunction with various 
theoretical models underpinning discrimination. Chapter Three will elaborate on the research 
design used in this study.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 
RESEARCH DESIGN 
3.1. Introduction  
 According to De Vaus (2001), a research design refers to the overall strategy 
that is employed to combine various components of a study in a coherent and logical way, 
thereby ensuring that a researcher effectively addresses a research problem. It is essentially 
the blueprint for data collection and analysis. A research problem essentially determines the 
type of research design to use. In this chapter I describe in detail the research design used in 
this study in order to understand the experiences of discrimination of homosexual employees 
within South African organisations. I then provide a comprehensive discussion on my 
ontological and epistemological viewpoint as well as my research paradigm. Thereafter I 
provide insight into the research strategies, design and data collection methods employed in 
this study. I then discuss the importance of assuring quality, which is a basic requirement of 
qualitative research, and the methods I have used to achieve this. Lastly, the ethical standards 
employed in this study are discussed and chapter is concluded with a reflection on this study.   
3.2.      Research method  
 Due to the exploratory nature of this study, the best research method required to 
address the research objectives is a qualitative method of enquiry. A qualitative method was 
chosen because it allowed me to obtain in-depth, descriptive data on the experiences of 
homosexual individuals working in a variety of South African organisations. Van Maanen 
(1979) suggests that qualitative research is an umbrella term that is used to describe a variety 
of interpretive techniques that are used to describe, decode, translate and understand the 
meaning of naturally-occurring phenomena in the social world. Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p. 
10) suggest that qualitative research focuses on ‘the socially constructed nature of reality, the 
intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the situational 
constraints that shape inquiry’. As such, the objective of qualitative research is to understand 
how people interpret their experiences, construct the world around them and the meaning 
they assign to their experiences (Merriam, 2009). By using a qualitative method of inquiry for 
this study, I was able to obtain insight into the experiences, perceptions and beliefs of 
homosexual employees regarding discrimination in South African organisations. 
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Figure 1. Research design (Adapted from Donaldson, 2011) 
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3.3.      Research philosophy 
 Qualitative research is reinforced by and based on philosophical assumptions. In the 
following sections I explicate my ontological and epistemological assumptions, as well as the 
research paradigm I have chosen for this study. Ponterotto (2005) explains that research 
methods stem from a researcher’s position on ontology and epistemology.  
3.3.1. Ontology. Ontology may be described as the nature of reality and being 
(Ponterotto, 2005). An individual’s ontological viewpoint may be considered as the 
foundation of their account of the world. In this study, I subscribe to the constructivist 
paradigm, which maintains that reality is subjective. The ontology of this paradigm suggests 
that multiple realities exist and that these may be holistic and competing (Guba, 1990).  
Ponterotto, Matthew, and Raughley (2013) suggest that constructivism adopts the social 
construction of phenomena and the notion that individuals have equally valid realities. 
Although research articles containing lesbian and gay content typically adopt a queer 
theoretical viewpoint which stems from a critical theory approach (see Joyrich, 2014; 
Schmidt, 2015; Smith 2010), the present study focuses on a constructivist approach due to the 
study being explorative in nature. Critical theory is a paradigm that involves reflecting on, 
questioning and critiquing the views of society as well as culture norms by making use of 
knowledge obtained from the social sciences (Horkheimer, 1982). Therefore, a critical 
theoretical approach to this study would have been inappropriate as the nature of this study 
was exporatory and the aim was not to question current beliefs in attempt to change them.  
Constructivists rely on the experiences of participants that are conveyed through 
words, stories and images. By adding a constructivist component to a study, a researcher is 
able to be closer to participants through more intense interaction, such as by conducting face-
to-face interviews (Ponterotto et al., 2013). Also, this close personal contact serves to 
empower participants as well as reduce instances of a researcher stereotyping or 
marginalising participants. This approach aims to make sense of people’s experiences and 
meanings that are based on a particular social context (Dalton, Elias, & Wandersman, 2007). 
For instance, what does being homosexual within a particular organisation mean to 
participants? The ontological view of constructivism will complement this study as the aim is 
to understand how homosexual employees perceive and create meaning in the workplace by 
examining their subjective experiences.  
3.3.2. Epistemology. My epistemology stems from my ontology. The term 
epistemology refers to the researcher’s assumptions about knowledge and how it may be 
obtained (Hirschheim, 1992). As such, epistemology may be defined as the study of 
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knowledge as well as people’s beliefs about knowledge (Audi, 2003; Rescher, 2003) or, put 
more succinctly, the analysis of knowledge (Browayes, 2004). Essentially it involves 
investigating knowledge as a whole and how individuals go about obtaining knowledge 
(BonJour, 2002). According to Hay (2006), there is a link between ontology and 
epistemology in the sense that an individual’s views of reality will inform how they gain, 
perceive and internalise knowledge. To elaborate, how individuals construct their reality and 
existence has an impact on how they interpret the creation of knowledge and their role as a 
knower within reality. From an epistemological viewpoint, constructivism is concerned with 
the relationship between a researcher and the participants in a study (Ponterotto, 2005). In 
terms of constructivism, this relationship is transactional as reality is viewed as being socially 
constructed. Thus, this relationship is central to capturing and describing the lived 
experiences of participants. In this study, I sought the knowledge that homosexual employees 
had obtained from engaging with their working environments, as well as the knowledge they 
had gained from interacting with their co-workers. Based on this, I subscribe to a social 
constructionist epistemological viewpoint which maintains that all knowledge is derived and 
maintained through the social interactions that people have with one another (Berger & 
Luckman, 1966). In this study I focused on the experiences that homosexual employees had 
with others. I used interviews as a method of data collection so that I could interact with the 
participants in order to gain knowledge about their experiences at work.  
3.3.3. Research paradigm. A paradigm may be defined as ‘a set of interrelated 
assumptions about the social world which provides a philosophical and conceptual 
framework for the organised study of that world’ (Filstead, 1979, p.34). Following my 
ontology and epistemology, the interpretivist-constructivist research paradigm was chosen for 
this study as the objective was to focus on homosexual employees’ interpretations of reality. 
Constructivism maintains that knowledge is constructed, rather than created (Andrews, 
2012). According to Klein and Myers (1999), interpretive researchers focus on the 
assumption that knowledge is gained through social constructions such as language and 
shared meanings between people. Thus, reality is socially constructed (Rowlands, 2005). 
Interpretive research requires that a researcher understands the relationship between 
themselves, the construct being explored and the possible situational constraints that shape 
this process (Rowlands, 2005). The aim of interpretive research is to create an understanding 
of the social context of a particular phenomenon and the manner in which the phenomenon 
influences and is influenced by a social context (Walsham, 1995). In the case of the current 
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study, I aimed to create an understanding of the work context of homosexual employees and 
how they are influenced by and influence their working environments.  
3.4.      Research strategy  
A research strategy is a plan for conducting a study, which allows researchers to 
conduct investigations in a logical and systematic way. Burns and Gove (2001, p. 223) define 
a research strategy as a ‘blueprint for conducting a study that maximises control over factors 
that could interfere with the validity of the findings’. A research strategy follows a 
researcher’s philosophical assumptions. According to Myers (2009), various research 
strategies may be employed that require various skills and assumptions, some of which may 
include action research, case study research, phenomenology, ethnography and grounded 
theory. For this study I have chosen to use a hermeneutic phenomenological research 
strategy, given my aforementioned interpretivist-constructivist research paradigm.  
 Langdridge (2007) asserts that phenomenology centres around people’s perceptions of 
the world. Thus, the objective of phenomenology in research is to obtain an insight into the 
life-worlds of participants, as well as to understand the world from the participant’s 
perspective and to comprehend the meaning thereof (Johnson & Christensen, 2008). Thus, 
choosing a phenomenological approach in this study allowed me to focus on the personal 
meaning of experience for homosexual employees. Central to phenomenology is the notion of 
reduction, which may be described as a researcher’s attempt to remain aware of any 
previously-held knowledge which may incorrectly inform their observations of a particular 
phenomenon (Giorgi, 1970). Thus, in conducting this study I endeavoured to remain aware of 
any personal prejudices of my own that may have misdirected my descriptions of the findings 
in this study.  
The research approach employed in this study is hermeneutic phenomenology due to 
the focus on developing meaning and interpreting phenomena experienced in the life-worlds 
of participants (Laverty, 2003). According to Annells (1996), in hermeneutic studies, the data 
are interpreted in terms of a particular context and thus the results of a study reveal a personal 
meaning that is associated with a phenomenon. Thus, personal meaning shows the way in 
which participants are situated within their world, how they engage with others and live 
within a particular context (Diekelmann et al., 1989).  
The data obtained from a phenomenological hermeneutic study, as in this study, are 
interpreted by using the method developed by Ricoeur (1976). This approach consists of three 
phases, the naïve understanding, structural analysis and comprehensive understanding phases. 
The naïve understanding phase involves reading the text obtained several times in order to 
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gain an understanding of the meaning of a particular text as a whole. The structural analysis 
phase involves explaining the text in an objective manner and re-assessing the naïve 
understanding obtained in the first phase of the analysis. The comprehensive understanding 
phase involves re-interpreting the text as a whole, whilst basing this on the pre-understanding 
of the researcher, the naïve understanding and the structural analysis, as well as literature. 
The end result of the analysis is a new, deeper understanding of the phenomenon under study. 
Various authors have used this approach in medicine (see Jumisko, Lexell, & Soderberg, 
2007; Lindgren, Storli, & Wiklund-Gustin, 2014; Praestegaard, Gard, & Glasdam, 2013); 
sociology (see Burdge, 2014; Roxberg, Burman, Guldbrand, Fridlund, & Barbosa da Silva, 
2010) and industrial psychology (see May, 2012; May, Cilliers, & Van Deventer, 2012; 
Oosthuizen & Naidoo, 2010).    
In this study, the first phase involved reading the data obtained from the participant 
interviews several times in order to gain an understanding of homosexual employees’ 
experiences of discrimination at work as a whole. The second phase involved explaining their 
experiences of discrimination in an objective manner and re-assessing the understanding 
obtained from the first phase. The third phase in this study involved re-interpreting their 
experiences of discrimination as a whole and basing this on my pre-understanding as a 
researcher, the first and second phase of analysis as well as previous literature on experiences 
of discrimination against homosexual employees.  
3.5.      Data gathering technique 
In line with the aforementioned research aim and strategy, I chose semi-structured 
interviews as the method for collecting data from my participants. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) 
maintain that qualitative researchers study phenomena in their natural settings and interpret 
these in terms of the meaning that people bring to them. As such, qualitative researchers have 
an interpretive and naturalistic approach to the world. In this study interviews were used 
because they allow researchers to gather rich data from people (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) and, in 
conjunction with a comprehensive literature review, interviews provide a greater 
understanding of a phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). Interviews may be described as the 
meeting of two individuals in order to exchange information by using questions and 
responses, the outcome of which results in the joint construction of meaning regarding a pre-
selected topic (Esterberg, 2002). Interviews are the most widely used technique for gathering 
data (Myers, 2013), their wide usage being attributed to their speed, flexibility and 
inexpensiveness (Dingwall, 1997).  
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Structured, semi-structured and unstructured are the three main types of interviews 
used in qualitative research. Structured interviews involve using standardised questions 
(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). Semi-structured interviews, also known as in-depth 
interviews, involve setting open-ended questions and prompts that pertain to the research 
topic, allowing for unanticipated areas raised by participants to be addressed (Smith, 1995). 
Seidman (2013, p. 9) suggests that ‘at the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in 
understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of that 
experience’, thus linking it to a phenomenological approach. Semi-structured interviews 
enable an in-depth exploration of experiences (Drever, 1995). DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree 
(2006) propose that unstructured interviews are simply guided conversations and, as the name 
suggests, relatively unstructured. In unstructured interviews, questions emerge over time as 
the interviewer learns more about a particular setting. Table 1 shows the questions addressed 
during the interviews. Further probing questions were asked based on each participant’s 
responses to these three core questions. The actual interview transcriptions are not included in 
this dissertation due to the sensitive nature of the information contained within the interview.   
  
Table 1  
Questions addressed during the semi-structured interviews  
Core questions asked  
1. Tell me about all the discrimination experiences you have had in the past 
organisations due to your homosexuality. 
 
2. Tell me about all the discriminatory experiences you have your current organisation 
due to your homosexuality. 
 
3. What kinds of reactions did you get from co-workers when you disclosed that you 
are homosexual?  
 
4. Describe the ways in which you perceive yourself to be treated unequally to your      
colleagues based on your sexuality and why.  
 
5. Describe how homosexual anti-discrimination policies are promoted at work and if 
there are repercussions for violations of these policies.  
 
6. How you do perceive that gay employees are treated differently to lesbian        
employees, if at all?  
 
7. Are there any other experiences of discrimination you wish to share related to your      
      homosexuality? 
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Semi-structured interviews enabled me as the researcher to utilise a set of less 
structured interview questions and allowed me to explore any issues that arose from the 
interviewees. Open-ended questions allowed me to ask the participants questions in a way 
that allowed the interviewees to provide responses in their own words. In addition, a set of 
open-ended questions served to guide the interview process and allowed the participants to 
discuss their personal workplace experiences of discrimination, whilst still allowing for 
flexibility. Before the interview commenced, I provided the participants with a brief 
definition of workplace discrimination.  
3.6.      Sampling strategy  
In this study a purposive sampling strategy was used. Purposive sampling is 
commonly used to obtain participants who meet the inclusion criteria required for a study 
(Acharya, Prakash, Saxena, & Nigam, 2013). In order to participate in this study, participants 
were required to have disclosed their sexual orientation to their colleagues. I interviewed five 
gay employees and five lesbian employees in order to ascertain if there were any possible 
differences in the work experiences between these two groups. Every effort was made to 
ensure that at least one member of each dominant ethno-cultural group in South Africa was 
represented within the sample.  
I felt that attempting to achieve theoretical saturation was not possible nor necessary 
for the purposes of this study. To illustrate, Dey (1999) argues that the concept of saturation 
is inappropriate as researchers tend to close categories early, when the data are only partially 
coded, and then cite other authors to support doing so. For example, Strauss and Corbin 
(1998, p. 136) suggest that theoretical saturation is simply a ‘matter of degree’. They argue 
that no matter how long researchers examine and analyse their data, there will always be a 
potential for new insights to emerge. Instead, they suggest that saturation in a study should be 
concerned with reaching a point where any new data that is discovered does not add to the 
overall theory or data being explained. There are very few agreed-upon specified numbers of 
participants for reaching saturation. However, for a phenomenological approach Creswell 
(1998) suggests five to twenty-five participants, while Morse (1994) suggests at least six 
participants.  
Participants in this study were located using a snowball sampling technique. The 
snowball sampling technique requires finding one individual who meets the requirements for 
a particular study and then using that individual’s social networks to gain access to other 
similar participants (Sadler, Lee, Lim, & Fullerton, 2010). The recruited participants are then 
used to recruit other participants (Wasserman, Pattison, & Steinley, 2005). Therefore, a chain 
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referral method is used to reach participants who may have otherwise been difficult to access 
(Sadler et al., 2010). In this study, each participant was asked to recommend other 
participants who fitted the criteria and may have been interested in participating. 
Participants were obtained from various organisations. The majority of these organisations 
were amongst the top-performing organisations in South Africa and had a public reputation 
for financial success. The interviews were conducted during the day and evenings, depending 
on the availability of the employees as governed by their work schedules. Data collection 
occurred over a five-month period, between July and November of 2014. Denzin and Lincoln 
(2011) argue that qualitative researchers conduct research in natural settings, such as the 
workplace of the participants in the context of this study. However, due to the sensitive 
nature of this study, the interviews were conducted at a place where the participants felt most 
comfortable being interviewed, not within their work spaces as they feared that their 
responses would be overheard by colleagues. Morton-Williams (1985) suggests that that the 
place where an interview is conducted is important as participants may feel uncomfortable 
speaking openly regarding certain issues in places where other individuals may overhear the 
conversation. These ‘safe’ places included restaurants, a quiet and secluded office where no 
one would be able to hear the responses, or simply outside the building at which a participant 
was employed. Before the interview I asked the participants to choose their own pseudonyms. 
Pseudonyms were used to protect the identities of the participants, though some were 
comfortable with using their own names. I felt that if pseudonyms were used participants 
would be more open and honest in their responses.  
 
Table 2  
Characteristics of gay participants  
Participant No. Pseudonym Age Job title Industry Race 
1 Ryan 40 Systems 
analyst 
Information 
technology 
White 
2 Jan  43 Lecturer  Higher 
education     
White 
3 Smiley  38 Cluster 
revenue 
analyst 
Hotel industry Coloured 
4 Ri  29 Recruitment 
consultant 
Banking/finance Indian 
5 David  51 Head of 
finance  
Higher 
education 
White  
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From Table 2 it can be seen that the gay participants ranged from 29 to 51 years in 
age. All of the participants were white-collar workers employed in a variety of industries, 
each one of which, however, could be classified as a corporate environment. The White, 
Coloured and Indian ethno-cultural groups in South Africa were represented in the sample. 
Each participant was conversant in English and all interviews were therefore conducted in 
English.  
 
Table 3  
Characteristics of lesbian participants 
Participant No.  Pseudonym Age Job title Industry Race 
6 Anne  36  Admin team 
leader 
Health insurance  White 
7 Jordan  41 Business 
analyst and 
team leader  
Health insurance  White 
8 KK 30  Cost analyst Manufacturing  Black  
9 Meryl 30  Client services 
consultant 
Banking/finance  White  
10 Chai  40 Production 
support 
Information 
technology 
Indian  
 
From Table 3 it can be seen that the lesbian participants’ ranged from 30 to 41 years 
in age. The participants worked in a variety of industries but had in common the aspect of 
working in a corporate type of environment, and that they were all white-collar workers. The 
White, Black and Indian ethno-cultural groups in South Africa were represented in the 
sample. As was the case with the gay participants, each participant was fluent in English and 
each interview was thus conducted in English.  
3.7.      Recording and note-taking  
Whilst conducting the interviews, a voice recorder and field notes were used to obtain 
data from the participants. With the participants’ permission, the interviews were recorded 
using a voice recorder and were thereafter transcribed. The reason for recording the 
interviews was so that I had an exact record of the words spoken and would be able to 
provide direct quotes by the participants in the final write-up, as an exact quote is more 
credible than a paraphrased quote (Myers, 2013). 
Before starting the interview I explained that the interview would be recorded and that 
I would be taking notes. I also made ‘small talk’ with the participants to put them at ease. I 
then re-explained the purpose of the interview to them and allowed them the opportunity to 
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ask any questions they had. During the interview I made eye contact with the participants and 
also responded to some of the comments they made to show them that I was listening. I asked 
probing questions depending on each participant’s responses in line with the objective of 
semi-structured interviewing. Throughout my engagement with the participants I ensured that 
I remained respectful, warm and empathetic due to the sensitive nature of the topic. After 
each interview I loaded the recordings on to my personal laptop, ensuring that they were 
safely stored and inaccessible to any unauthorised individuals. Following the interviews I 
used a proficient English transcriber in order to ensure that any misinterpretations were 
avoided and that the full extent of each participant’s responses was captured. Once the data 
analyses had been completed, I deleted the interview notes and recordings so that no record 
remained.  
3.8.      The role of language  
 Since hermeneutics has its very being in language and interpretation, it is necessary to 
comment on the role of language in this study (Kakkori, 2009). Hermeneutics involves 
examining the relationship of language to being, understanding, existence and reality. 
Language may also become an issue with regards to interpretation and interference (Liu, 
1985). In this study the interviews with the participants were conducted in the English 
language. In the South African context English is the language of exchange in the business 
environment. Since all of the participants in this study were employed at a professional level, 
I felt that language was not an issue in this study. The participants are required to engage in 
English with their co-workers, clients and other parties on a daily basis and would therefore 
have a thorough understanding of the language. Furthermore, the questions posed to the 
participants were simplified in order to avoid any possible misinterpretations or 
miscommunications. Before the interviews commenced I explained to each participant that 
they could ask for any clarification of questions if necessary. During the interview I first 
provided a definition of discrimination in layman’s terms to assist in participants’ 
understanding the purposes of the study.  
3.9.    Data analysis  
In order to analyse the data obtained from this study, I used hermeneutics. 
Hermeneutics is a way of understanding textual data and is focused on the meaning of text 
(Myers, 2013). A key concept in hermeneutics is the hermeneutic circle, which refers to 
understanding the meaning of a text as whole as well its individual parts (Gadamer, 1976). 
Therefore, the researcher has to move back and forth between the whole text and the parts of 
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the text. Interpreting the text involves understanding the hidden meaning in the apparent 
meaning of the text (Ricoeur, 1976).  
The data obtained from the interviews were analysed by using the phenomenological 
hermeneutic method of interpretation developed by Ricoeur (1976). This consisted of three 
phases: the naïve understanding, structural analysis and comprehensive understanding phases. 
The first phase involved reading the text obtained from the homosexual individuals several 
times in order to gain an understanding of the meaning of their experiences as a whole. The 
second phase involved explaining their experiences in an objective manner and re-assessing 
the naïve understanding obtained in the first phase of the analysis. These first two phases are 
included in Chapter Four, the findings of the study. The third phase involved re-interpreting 
their experiences as a whole, whilst basing this on the pre-understanding of the researcher, 
the naïve understanding and structural analysis, as well as literature on homosexual 
individuals and their experiences. This last phase is presented in Chapter Five, the 
interpretation and sense-making of the results of the study. The end result of the analysis is a 
new, deeper understanding of the discriminatory experiences that homosexual individuals 
encounter in the workplace.  
3.10.    Quality assurance of data 
According to positivist researchers, the reliability of qualitative research is often 
questioned (Shenton, 2004). Due to this reason, Guba (1981) proposed four criteria to ensure 
a trustworthy qualitative study. These include credibility, transferability, dependability and 
confirmability which were ensured in this study.  
3.10.1. Credibility. The most important criterion of qualitative research is credibility 
(Schurink, 2009). According to Merriam (1998), credibility involves ensuring that the 
findings of a study are congruent with reality. In order to ensure credibility in this study I 
ensured that the correct operational measures of the concepts were used (Yin, 1994). I also 
used well-established research methods that have been used in previous similar studies 
(Shenton, 2004). Tactics were used to help ensure that honest responses were given by 
participants, such as by stating to participants that there are no right or wrong answers prior 
to the commencement of the interview (Shenton, 2004). Furthermore, this study was 
scrutinised by academics (Cresswell, 2013). 
3.10.2. Transferability. This criterion refers to whether or not a study may be applied 
to other situations (Shenton, 2004). In this study, I ensured that sufficient contextual 
information was provided to enable a reader to make a possible transfer to a different 
situation or context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In line with the suggestions made by Cole and 
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Gardner (1979) regarding transferability, I provided information on the restrictions in terms 
of the characteristics of the participants; the data collection methods used and the time frame 
of the data collection. I also added additional information in terms of the types of industries 
in which the participants were employed and the context in which the participants 
experienced discrimination. The researcher merely provides the context for a study but does 
not make the transfer themselves; this is up to the reader.  
3.10.3. Dependability. This requirement involves explicating the research design and 
its implementation, the operational detail of the data gathering and the effectiveness of the 
process of inquiry (Shenton, 2004). Thus, this description allows other researchers to 
replicate the study in order to obtain similar findings. It also enables other researchers to 
determine whether appropriate research practices have been adhered to. To address the issue 
of dependability in this study, I have reported in detail on the processes I followed in order to 
enable future researchers to replicate this study (Shenton, 2004). That is, I described the 
research design and how it was implemented; I described the data gathering process and I 
reflected on the research study in its entirety.  
3.10.4. Confirmability. A researcher’s comparable concern for objectivity is known 
as confirmability (Shenton, 2004). This requires a researcher taking adequate measures to 
ensure that the results of a study stem from the experiences and narratives provided by the 
participants rather than stem from the preferences of the researcher. In this study I ensured 
that the main findings were the result of the experiences of the participants and not based on 
my own preferences. I reflected on the research process and my own preferences and 
characteristics in the prologue and epilogue of this study. A key criterion of confirmability 
requires that a researcher explicate his or her own predispositions (Miles & Huberman, 
1994). Thus, I provided explanations for my beliefs regarding the decisions that were made, 
the reasons for favouring a particular approach and the weaknesses thereof, which form part 
of my audit trail (Creswell, 2013).  
3.11.    Ethical considerations  
 According to Creswell (2013), whilst planning and designing a qualitative study, 
researchers must take into consideration the ethical issues that they may face and plan how to 
address these issues. Ethical issues do not only arise during data collection but during several 
other stages of the research process. One way to examine ethical issues that arise during the 
research process is to consider the list of possibilities suggested by Weis and Fine (2000). 
Essentially, it is suggested that researchers should consider ethical considerations that involve 
their roles as insiders/outsiders to participants; assessing certain aspects that they may be 
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fearful of disclosing; establishing supportive, respectful relationships that do not involve 
using stereotypes not embraced by participants; acknowledging those whose voices will be 
used in the final write-up of the study; and finally, by the researcher reflecting on who they 
and the participants included in the study are. Furthermore, it is necessary to be sensitive to 
vulnerable populations, power relations that may not be balanced and placing participants at 
risk (Hatch, 2002).  
Firstly, Creswell (2013) suggests that prior to conducting a study, university approval 
should be obtained from the institutional review board. Before collecting data in this study, I 
obtained such approval by providing accurate information about the intended research in a 
proposal to the ethics committee of the university where the research was conducted. Once 
approval was obtained, I ensured that the research was conducted in accordance with the 
approved research guidelines (Rubin & Rubin, 2005). 
Secondly, Creswell (2013) argues that beginning a study involves initial contact with 
the participants. At this point it is important to explain the purpose of the study to 
participants, usually by means of stating it on an informed consent form. This form indicates 
that participation in the study is voluntary and that there is no risk involved in participating in 
the study. Furthermore, at this stage, a researcher is required to anticipate any differences in 
the participants that need to be respected, that is any cultural, religious, gender or other 
differences. In this study participants were required to sign a consent form before 
participating in the study (Payne & Payne, 2004). All participants in this study were 
volunteers and all were informed about the purpose of the research, the expected duration and 
the procedures to be followed. Each participant was informed about their right to decline or 
withdraw at any stage during the research process. The possible consequences of 
withdrawing or declining were communicated to participants on the consent form, and 
participants were informed that no incentives would be offered for participation. The 
potential limits to confidentiality were communicated to participants, as was information 
about who to contact regarding questions about the research project. 
Thirdly, when using interviews as a method of data analysis, participants should not 
be deceived about the nature of the research and in the process of providing data should be 
notified about the general nature of the inquiry (Creswell, 2013). Researchers today are more 
sensitive about the nature of the interview process and the manner in which it creates a power 
imbalance between a researcher and a participant. This potential power imbalance needs to be 
acknowledged as well as respected, which is essentially achieved by building trust and 
avoiding leading questions (Creswell, 2013). Researchers who treat the act of collecting data 
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as an opportunity to ‘use’ the participants for personal gain may employ strategies such as 
giving rewards in return for participation in order to create reciprocity. In this study, 
however, no financial rewards were offered to participants as this could have coerced their 
participation in the study (American Psychological Association, APA, 2002), thereby 
eliminating the voluntary nature of participation, for which we strive.  
Fourthly, ethical issues may also arise even whilst analysing data (Creswell, 2013). 
For example, the research results may present a harmful image of the participants and 
researchers need to be cognisant of protecting the participants’ privacy by not revealing the 
names of the participants or any identifying information. In this study, participants were 
informed that the results of the study would be confidential and that their names would not be 
mentioned. The data obtained from the study would not be released to any other individuals 
(Kumako & Asumeng, 2013). In order to protect the identities of the participants in this 
study, they were given the opportunity to assume pseudonyms of their own choosing. In 
addition, after the data analysis process was completed, the data were destroyed.   
Lastly, the APA (2010) has provided guidelines on the authorship and proper 
disclosure of information. Amongst other principles, the APA stresses honesty in the sense 
that researchers should not falsify authorship, the information provided in a report, the data 
obtained from participants, the findings and conclusions drawn. Also, plagiarism must be 
avoided by citing the relevant authors of a particular study. In this study, Turnitin was used as 
a safeguard against plagiarism. Reports should not disclose any information about the 
participants that will potentially cause harm to them. The report should be written in a 
manner that is clear and understandable to the intended audience of the report. All 
participants were provided with the opportunity to gain information regarding the nature, 
results and main findings of the study.  
3.12.  Integration 
 In this study, a qualitative research approach was chosen in order to explore the nature 
of the experiences of discrimination of homosexual employees in South African 
organisations. This approach enabled me to obtain a detailed account of the personal stories 
of employment discrimination from the ten participants in this study. In order to gain insight 
into the personal stories of the participants, I employed a semi-structured interview method, 
which is aligned to my philosophical perspectives of social constructionism and 
interpretivism-constructivism. The semi-structured interview method is also aligned with my 
research strategy, phenomenological hermeneutics, which focuses on the personal meaning of 
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experience in terms of a particular context. In Chapter Four I will provide the findings of the 
research.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
FINDINGS 
4.1. Introduction  
This chapter will provide the findings of the study by reporting on the workplace 
experiences of discrimination through the eyes of the gay and lesbian employees. From the 
semi-structured interviews, I was able to obtain insight into the participants’ life-worlds 
through the use of the three pre-determined questions in listed in Chapter Three. This allowed 
for the emergence of various themes and subthemes. The participants provided rich and 
detailed insight into their experiences of workplace discrimination. The ten interview 
transcripts were examined to construct themes and subthemes. First the subthemes were 
extracted and examined, then combined into overarching themes grouping subthemes 
together. In the sections that follow, I will detail my implementation in this study of the first 
two phases of the phenomenological hermeneutic data analysis method as developed by 
Ricoeur (1976). That is, this chapter provides the naïve understanding and structural analysis 
phases of the data analysis. The naïve understanding section provides an initial overview of 
the experiences of workplace discrimination of lesbian and gay employees. The structural 
analysis phase provides themes and subthemes constructed from the text by looking 
separately at gay and lesbian experiences of workplace discrimination. Below are the findings 
produced from the data analysis.  
4.2.  Naïve understanding  
In the first phase of the interpretation process, the text was read through and the parts 
that described gay and lesbian employees’ lived experiences of workplace discrimination 
were extracted. I read the text several times as open-mindedly as possible in order to attain a 
sense of each individual interview as well as of the material in its entirety. This is the first 
superficial understanding of the text. No subthemes were extracted during this stage of 
analysis as the purpose was simply to gain an overall understanding of the data. A naïve 
understanding of the phenomenon is provided below.  
From an initial overview, it was clear that both lesbian and gay employees 
experienced overt and covert forms of workplace discrimination. In addition, it appeared that 
discrimination stemmed from both heterosexual male and female employees for some of the 
participants. From an overview of the interviews, it was clear that the experience of 
discrimination was based on the perceptions of the receivers. It was evident that prejudice 
and stereotypes were present in the unfair treatment of the employees interviewed. The 
participants in this study had negative workplace experiences due to the prejudice and 
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stereotypes of others. This was the case for both lesbian and gay employees. Most of the 
participants in this study expressed that they were made to feel uncomfortable by their co-
workers’ stereotypes and prejudices regarding homosexuality. Many of the participants also 
felt a sense of infringement on their personal lives, such as being asked questions about their 
private lives that they felt were inappropriate for the workplace. In addition, many of the 
participants expressed a concern regarding the ignorance of their co-workers and the 
stereotypes and prejudices that they held. 
It was evident from the interviews that both gay and lesbian employees experienced 
some form bullying. However, most of the participants experienced subtle forms of 
discrimination yet they were acutely aware that these experiences were due to being 
homosexual. They could feel that they were being treated differently or, in extreme cases, felt 
a sense of exclusion. Problems with people management practices, policies and procedures 
were another key aspect obtained from an initial review of the text as a whole. Most of the 
participants did not know what procedures to follow if they were to experience discrimination 
in the workplace. They assumed that policies were in place but that these were not promoted. 
Another key aspect of concern raised from the interviews, was an absence of diversity 
training.  
 From a naïve understanding of the text, in this study, lesbian employees appeared to 
have experienced more forms of overt discrimination, while the gay employees in this study 
appeared to have experienced more covert forms of discrimination in the workplace. For 
example, many of the lesbian employees in this study reported experiencing various forms of 
sexual harassment from their co-workers, which was not evident in the sample of gay 
employees interviewed for this study. 
4.3.  Structural analysis  
In this phase, I examined each participant’s transcribed interview, highlighting their 
similar experiences. Thus, the text was colour coded. The data analyses were performed in 
Microsoft Word by first highlighting in colour the participants’ experiences which constituted 
workplace discrimination. Thus, notes were made with the first reading of the text. 
Thereafter, subthemes were developed after a re-examine of the text. Subthemes were 
highlighted and upon further analysis were collapsed and then combined with other similar 
subthemes. Individual words were not examined to produce a subtheme, but rather the nature 
of each participant’s experiences to constitute a subtheme, as phenomenological 
hermeneutics is focused on narratives. Any experience that a participant regarded as unfair 
treatment in the workplace due to their sexual orientation was included as a subtheme. Thus, 
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a participant had to express an experience as unfair before it was regarded as a subtheme. The 
subthemes generated were based on the participants’ perceptions of discrimination.  
Even if only one participant had a particular experience (or reported it in the 
interview) it was still constituted as a subtheme. Thus, subthemes were not selected on the 
basis of similarity with other participants’ experiences. To further illustrate, even though 
some subthemes were only experienced by a single participant, it was decided to include 
these subthemes as they aided in the understanding of workplace discrimination against 
homosexual employees. This is in line with hermeneutic phenomenology, which focuses on 
the meaning of lived experiences, that is, that each participant’s narrative provides one 
person’s perspective of a particular phenomenon (Charalambous , Papadopoulos, & 
Beadsmoore, 2008). Following an examination of the interviews, similar subthemes were 
grouped together to produce a dominant overarching theme. The themes and subthemes 
generated from the data analysis are presented below. The themes and subthemes are defined 
on the basis of the participants’ experiences and not on the actual definitions thereof. The 
participants themselves did not define each subtheme, but rather described their experiences 
and the behaviours of others. Each subtheme is supported by a narration of the participant’s 
experiences, captured verbatim. Many subthemes of each theme are similar in nature, but 
were regarded as sufficiently different to justify being listed separately. 
In this chapter, the gay and lesbian participants’ results are provided separately. 
Worthen (2013) argues for the separate analyses of gay and lesbian individuals because 
attempts to reduce prejudices are likely to be more successful if research is used to examine 
specific targets of prejudice. The analysis revealed three major themes for gay employees and 
four major themes for lesbian employees. The number of broad themes did not change 
throughout the analysis. In terms of the number of subthemes, from an initial analysis of the 
text, 36 subthemes were produced; after collapsing, combining and eliminating certain 
subthemes after a further analysis of the data, 29 subthemes remained, made up of nine 
subthemes for the gay participants and 20 subthemes for the lesbian employees . The themes 
and subthemes for gay and lesbian employees are presented separately in this chapter as an 
indication of the differences in their experiences of workplace discrimination.  
4.3.1. Gay experiences of perceived workplace discrimination   
Theme One: Bullying 
Bullying was selected as the first theme to present as it contained more subthemes 
than the other two themes presented. In the context of the study, based on the responses from 
the participants, bullying may be defined as one employee exerting their power or influence 
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over another employee, which results in a negative feeling from the receiver of the bullying 
behaviour. Bullying may be regarded as an intentional behaviour that serves to undermine the 
receiver of the bullying behaviours. In the context of this study, bullying behaviours stemmed 
from colleagues, superiors and clients. The participants did not state explicitly that they were 
bullied; rather, this theme was chosen based on similar experiences of the participants, which 
constituted bullying behaviours. The theme ‘bullying’ was obtained from the subthemes: 
ignoring ideas, gossiping, changing an employee’s job, sabotage, and elimination.   
Ignoring ideas. One participant alluded to his ideas being ignored at work, which in 
the context of this study was constituted as a form of bullying. The subtheme ignoring ideas 
refers to overlooking or simply disregarding an employee’s suggestions.  
A participant describes his ideas being ignored during a strategic communications 
meeting with executive employees. As he explained: ‘…in the communication meeting my 
ideas were always overthrown. Or whatever I said was always undermined’ (Ri).  
Gossiping. One participant appeared to be aware that he was being gossiped about. In 
the context of this study, gossiping refers to talking about someone with others without that 
individual’s knowledge. The purpose of workplace gossip is to disempower an employee by 
spreading negative and untrue information about that employee or information that would 
lead to other individuals’ having a negative perception of an employee.  
The participant stated that he discovered that he was the subject of gossip behind his 
back in the bank at which he was employed. As he narrated: ‘…so yes behind my back I was 
mocked and I was made fun of and a lot of things were brought to my attention by my staff 
that were based at the bank’ (Ri). 
Changing an employee’s job. Of particular importance to bullying, two participants 
reported being aware of changes in the nature of their or other gay employees’ job. Changing 
an employee’s job refers to either increasing job tasks and responsibilities or removing them. 
Removing an employee’s job tasks and responsibilities entails deliberately re-assigning work 
roles and responsibilities to another employee so that the current job-holder no longer 
performs these tasks. The intent of taking away an employee’s responsibilities is eventually 
to eliminate them from an organisation. For example, after the managerial staff of the 
organisation at which he was employed discovered that he was gay, a single participant 
experienced changes in the nature of his job at a manufacturing firm: 
‘…and somebody else was brought into my division, into my department. He started 
actually taking over a lot of my responsibilities as well. They started moving me away 
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from my previous responsibilities and giving me smaller things to do, not to keep me 
involved in the running of the IT division’ (Ryan). 
 
Increasing job tasks and responsibilities occurs when gay employees are perceived to 
be harder working than heterosexual employees because they feel as if they have to prove 
themselves as competent for performing a job, and so are given additional and challenging 
work.  
From his experience with management consulting for various South African 
organisations, one participant described his perceptions:  ‘For me also another form of 
discrimination is the stigma that they attach to homosexuals where they say that homosexuals  
are always hard working and I’ve observed that where they give challenging back office work 
to homosexual people’ (Jan). 
Changing an employee’s job may also refer to keeping gay employees in specific 
positions that are not client-facing, that is keeping employees out of public view. A further 
illustration was provided by the same participant, when describing his perceptions of South 
African organisations whilst providing a consulting service to managers: 
‘There is the tendency that I’ve seen that at such a high profile organisation that 
when you’re gay or homosexual they tend to keep you in the back office in other 
words you’re not client-facing, especially at senior management and executive levels’ 
(Jan). 
 
Sabotage. Co-workers may engage in sabotage in an attempt to eliminate an employee 
from an organisation. A statement made by one participant indicates that sabotage may also 
be used as a form of bullying to eliminate an employee from an organisation. Thus, in the 
context of this study, sabotage refers to intentionally providing misinformation about an 
employee and their work in order to make this individual appear weak or incompetent, with 
the intent of eliminating them from the organisation.  
One participant described his experiences of being sabotaged when others lied about 
his managerial abilities. As he explained:  
‘They said that I’m not managing the temp staff very well. So I then had to go for a 
huge disciplinary hearing which obviously proved otherwise. My time and time sheets 
were done on time… everything, there was not a problem’ (Ri). 
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Elimination. Changing an employee’s job and sabotage were found in this study to be 
used as tactics for eliminating an employee from an organisation, as two participants 
described. Elimination occurs when an organisation directly or indirectly forces an employee 
to resign from an organisation. This may be done by mistreating an employee to the extent 
that he feels unable to see any other way forward and it is therefore necessary to resign, or 
actually eliminating him by request. As participants reported:  
In an attempt to eliminate him from the organisation, one participant described his 
experiences with the bank with which he was involved. Management had received complaints 
about him and requests to take him off of a project: 
‘…they then got into contact with my head office, where they requested that me as the 
account manager be changed to someone else, and obviously management would like 
to know why and they did not stipulate the real reason why’ (Ri). 
 
Another participant describes his experiences about being eliminated from an 
organisation after it was discovered that he was gay: 
‘I joined a manufacturing environment. I wasn’t out at that time, I was in a 
relationship. I never disclosed to my company that I was gay but it was a family-
oriented business. From that time that the managing director found out I was gay, I 
was treated differently, I was excluded from certain things, certain meetings that were 
important at the time’ (Ryan).     
  
Table 4 shows the types of bullying experienced by gay employees in this study. 
 
Table 4  
Overview of the subthemes generated from the theme bullying for gay employees 
Subthemes Description Participants  
Ignoring ideas Disregarding employee suggestions Ri  
Gossiping Spreading negative, untrue information Ri  
Changing an 
employee’s job 
Increasing/removing job tasks. Jan 
Ryan   
Sabotage Providing incorrect information for the 
purpose of elimination 
Ri 
Elimination Directly or indirectly forcing an employee to 
resign 
Ri 
Ryan  
  
Table 4 indicates that three different gay employees experienced five types of 
bullying. 
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Theme Two: Prejudice and the use of stereotypes 
Bullying may be the result or behavioural manifestation of prejudice and stereotypes 
but was used as a separate theme in this study due to the nature of the participants’ 
experiences. Within the context of this study, the theme ‘prejudice and  the use of 
stereotypes’ refers to any preconceived beliefs that one or more individuals have towards gay 
individuals that influence their behaviour towards them. It refers to possibly incorrect 
assumptions that heterosexual individuals make, that influence how they react or behave 
towards gay individuals. In the context of this study, it involves having a negative perception 
of gay individuals that is found to be offensive by the receiver of such prejudice and 
stereotypes. The theme prejudice and the use of stereotypes is demonstrated by the two 
subthemes: prejudicial/stereotypical remarks, and being treated differently. The subthemes 
were chosen on the basis of the participants’ perceiving their experiences as offensive and 
also on the basis of the provider of the prejudice and stereotypes harbouring certain beliefs 
about gay individuals.  
Prejudicial/stereotypical remarks. In this study, participants reported the incidence of 
prejudicial/stereotypical remarks being made by their heterosexual work colleagues. This 
involved a heterosexual co-worker making verbally offensive statements about gay 
individuals that suggests or expresses some sort of prejudgement or stereotypical viewpoint 
about gay individuals. Three participants, David, Jan and Ri, described their experiences:  
From a meeting with a board of trustees at a local university, discussing the allocation 
of a deceased gay colleague’s pension funds, one participant recalled: ‘…and when one of the 
other [board] members heard that we’re talking about a gay person he said “oh it’s one of 
those.”’ (David).  
In the following account, which took place during a departmental meeting with 
colleagues at a local university, the participant describes an incident but does not elaborate on 
the offensive remark, for fear of revealing his identity:  
‘I also had another incident where a senior manager made a gay remark in front of 
colleagues about me. That person phoned me to apologise profusely for what he or 
she had said and which of course I accepted but that just made me wonder, you know, 
deep down do they still have an issue with homosexual people?’ (Jan). 
 
Another participant narrated this confrontation that took place in a meeting on 
communication strategies for the organisation:  
  
49 
 
‘One of the executives from the bank stood up and admitted what was said and they 
did not appreciate me being in there because obviously they were not comfortable 
having a gay person there in their circle, an openly gay person within their circle 
within their organisation’ (Ri).  
Being treated differently. Another possible demonstration of the use of prejudice and 
stereotypes that emerged from the text involved being treated differently by heterosexual co-
workers. This subtheme refers to an employee perceiving that he is treated differently to 
heterosexual employees because he is gay. This treatment is based on prejudice and 
stereotypical views regarding gay men and how they may behave. As in the case of 
participant Smiley, when he would approach other departments for information, and the staff 
in these departments were aware that the participant is gay, he reported getting the feeling of 
being treated differently to other heterosexual employees:  
‘I sometimes do get treated differently. Especially heterosexual men, especially in the 
workplace, are more sensitive around gay people or I always get the feeling they are 
more sensitive around me, so they are more cautious or careful as to what they say’ 
(Smiley). 
 
Table 5 shows the subthemes obtained from the theme prejudice and use of 
stereotypes for gay employees.  
 
Table 5  
Overview of the subthemes produced from the theme prejudice and use of stereotypes for 
gay employees 
Subthemes Description Participants  
Prejudicial/stereotypical 
remarks 
Offensive verbal remarks David  
Jan 
Ri 
Being treated differently  Perceptions of being treated differently 
due to being gay 
Smiley  
 
Table 5 shows that four different gay employees experienced two types of prejudice 
and stereotypes. 
 
Theme Three: Problems with people management practices, policies and procedures. 
The aforementioned themes point to the existence of problems with people 
management practices, policies and procedures. This theme may be defined as any non-
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performance of the functions of a Human Resource (HR) department within an organisation. 
Some of the basic functions of an HR department involve a focus on the wellbeing of 
employees by providing training to employees and promoting policies (anti-discrimination or 
other company policies). An HR department serves to empower employees in organisations 
by focusing on their well-being. The occurrence of bullying and the use of prejudice and 
stereotypes provide an indication of problems with people management practices, policies 
and procedures. This theme was selected as separate because if the problems with people 
management practices, policies and procedures were to be addressed, this may lead to a 
reduction in the occurrence of bullying and the use of prejudice and stereotypes. I shall 
elaborate on this further in Chapter Five. The theme problems with people management 
practices, policies and procedures assembled from the subthemes: non-promotion of anti-
discrimination policies and absence of diversity training where needed.  
Non-promotion of anti-discrimination policies. Based on the experiences of bullying 
and the use of prejudice and stereotypes, it is evident that not promoting anti-discrimination 
policies may present an issue for organisations. Two participants in this study held the view 
that HR departments did not promote anti-discrimination policies nor the repercussions for 
the violations of these policies. Non-promotion of anti-discrimination policies refers to 
organisations’ not making employees aware of the procedures to follow should they feel 
discriminated against. All organisations in the South African context are required to have 
specific procedures in place for dealing with cases of employee discrimination as this is 
within the Constitution and employees should be made aware of these.  
 Whilst answering a question on HR policies and anti-discrimination, one participant 
explained that he does not have any knowledge of any HR policies related to discrimination, 
from his experience of being employed in higher education: 
‘I’m definitely unaware of any policies at this university. I do know somebody in HR 
whom [sic] I could actually ask that question to if there was something like that and I 
do know that he would most definitely give me the answer and he’d also put me on the 
right track to have a person reprimanded that stepped out of line’ (David).   
 
Another participant (also employed in higher education), when asked about anti-
discrimination policies at work, explained his lack of awareness surrounding HR policies. As 
he stated: ‘…in fact I do not know if there is even a policy around homosexuals. I do not know 
that’ (Jan).  
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Absence of diversity training where needed. Based on the aforementioned 
participants’ narratives of bullying and experiencing the use of prejudice and stereotypes, it is 
evident that there is a problem with diversity management and sensitivity training in certain 
organisations. Absence of diversity training where needed refers to an employee’s not having 
received diversity or any sensitivity training when there was a need for it, based on the 
participant’s work experiences. Note that not all of the participants felt that there was a need 
for diversity training. Participants Smiley and Ri had received diversity training, while 
participants David and Ryan expressed that there was not a need for it.  
 When questioned about his organisation’s HR policies, one participant describes the 
necessity for diversity training, based on his experiences with higher education: 
‘Currently we don’t have any diversity training. It is definitely necessary. It’s become 
critical because we employ foreigners as well and other nationalities, for example 
other cultures, other traditions and other ways of believing what it is to be successful 
and not knowing these things creates a lot of tension and conflict. Exactly the same I 
would assume, you know, for being gay or being a lesbian. So definitely it must 
happen’ (Jan).  
  
Table 6 shows the subthemes for gay employees in terms of the theme problems with 
people management practices, policies and procedures. 
 
Table 6  
Overview of the subthemes obtained from the theme problems with people management 
practices, policies and procedures for gay employees 
Subthemes Description Participants  
Non-promotion of anti-
discrimination policies  
Employees not made aware of procedures 
and policies 
David  
Jan 
Absence of diversity 
training where needed 
No diversity training where there is a need 
for it 
Jan  
  
Table 6 shows that two gay employees experienced two forms of problems with 
people management practices, policies and procedures.  
 
4.3.2. Lesbian experiences of perceived workplace discrimination  
Themes with subthemes for discrimination against homosexual women are presented below 
and illustrated by direct quotations from the interviews.  
Theme One: Prejudice and the use of stereotypes 
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Within the context of this study, the theme prejudice and stereotypes refers to any 
preconceived beliefs that one or more individuals has towards lesbian individuals, which 
influence their behaviour towards them. It refers to possibly incorrect assumptions held by 
heterosexual individuals that influence how they react or behave towards lesbian individuals. 
In this context of this study, it involves having a negative perception of lesbian individuals 
that is found to be offensive by the receiver of such prejudice and stereotypes. This theme is 
slightly different to theme of prejudice and stereotypes experienced by the gay employees in 
this study as it encompasses a deeper and wider variety of the use of prejudice and 
stereotypes (and as the theme with the most subthemes, is thus listed first). In terms of the 
experiences of the lesbian employees in this study, this theme indicates particular perceptions 
of how lesbian employees should look and behave and also includes a basis for prejudice, 
such as religion, which was not evident in the gay employees’ narratives. The subthemes 
were chosen on the basis of the participants’ perceiving their experiences as offensive and 
also on the basis of the provider of the prejudice and stereotypes’ harbouring certain beliefs 
about lesbian individuals. The theme prejudice and the use of stereotypes was obtained from 
the subthemes: prejudicial/stereotypical remarks, not seeing gay/lesbian employees as 
individuals, use of derogatory terms to refer to gay/lesbian individuals, religious 
fundamentalism, being treated differently, insensitive remarks/questions, questions regarding 
gender roles and stereotypical expectations of appearance and behaviour.  
Prejudicial/stereotypical remarks . A clear indication of the use of prejudice and 
stereotypes may be seen from the remarks that people make about homosexual individuals. It 
provides an indication of their lines of thinking regarding homosexuality. 
Prejudicial/stereotypical remarks involves making verbal offensive statements about gay 
individuals that suggests or expresses some sort of prejudgement or stereotypical viewpoint 
about them.  
One participant describes a clear indication of the use of prejudice and stereotypes in 
daily discussions, such as this one between a heterosexual female co-worker and herself:  
‘So I was talking to one of the ladies about my weekend plans and I was like, “oh I’m 
going to Pride,” and she was like, “oh, what’s that?” and so I explained to her that 
it’s a gay and lesbian march, you know, and she goes, “I don’t like those people,” 
and I’m like, “oh, I’m one,” and then ja, we’ll probably never discuss it again’ 
(Chai).  
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Another participant described a clear case of the use of prejudice and stereotypes in 
terms of the statement made to her by her heterosexual male manager: ‘The manager that I 
was working for before, um, he would like blatantly tell me—because everyone knew I was 
gay—so he’d tell me he doesn’t like gay people just like that, you know’ (KK). 
Not seeing gay/lesbian employees as individuals. One participant discussed her 
concerns with not being seen as an individual. This provides a clear case of the use of 
prejudice and stereotypes. Not seeing gay/lesbian employees as individuals involves 
assuming that all gay people are exactly the same and have the same interests, which is 
perceived as offensive to the receiver.  
One participant described her concerns for the way in which gay and lesbian 
individuals are perceived in everyday discussions at the office. She described being treated 
prejudicially by her heterosexual co-workers on the basis of her sexual orientation:  
‘…and then the other thing that straight people do, like in your work environment, is, 
“I have gay friends and they’re like this and they’re like that,” and it’s the whole 
segregation of we’re not people all of a sudden, you know. Okay, so homosexual is a 
box and not to see people as individuals is just ignorance’ (Chai).  
 
Use of derogatory terms to refer to gay/lesbian individuals. A greater concern with 
the use of prejudice and stereotypes involves using derogatory terms that are known to be 
offensive and may cause an individual to feel targeted or enraged by the remarks used. The 
use of derogatory terms to refer to gay/lesbian individuals refers to any offensive terms that 
are widely known to be offensive and derogatory in nature, used in reference to (in this case) 
lesbian individuals.  
One participant reported being offended when heterosexual employees used 
derogatory terms to refer to lesbian individuals. She maintained that the terms used are 
known to be derogatory and used purposefully to cause offence: ‘…and then, um, the term 
dyke is very derogatory to me’ (Chai).  
In another case, a participant expressed her distaste for derogatory terms used to refer 
to gay (male) individuals: ‘…not to me specifically but they will talk about “moffies” and 
“gays”, of which I don’t like, so I find myself sort of standing up’ (Anne).   
Religious fundamentalism. A possible explanation for the use of prejudice and 
stereotypes may be the religious orientation of the employee making the comment. Thus, an 
employee may make a condemning statement and use religion to justify making such a 
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statement. Religious fundamentalism may refer to any offensive and condemning remarks 
being made that have a religious connotation or underpinning.  
A participant described feeling dismayed by the condemning comments made by her 
heterosexual female work colleague about religion and her sexual orientation. She reported 
being harassed and feeling targeted by this employee: ‘I sat across from a lady who 
constantly told me every day that I was going to burn in hell because of my choice of lifestyle. 
And this was when I worked in the banking sector’ (Meryl).  
Another participant explained why she does not discuss her personal life and the fact 
that she is a lesbian with some of her co-workers. She actively avoids some of her co-
workers:  
‘Oh ja, and there’s a lot of animosity with people that are, well, I wouldn’t call them 
devoted Christians but you know the sect of Christianity where if you’re not Christian 
then you’re not godly, and well the worst form of sin in their eyes is to be homosexual. 
Um, the thing is, people think they are holier than thou and they don’t see gay people 
as being equal’ (Chai).  
 
A further indication of this subtheme was described by a participant who explained 
her experiences with her female heterosexual manager, who followed the Islamic religious 
belief system: ‘She would make references to her religious beliefs; if, um, why, if Allah says it 
doesn’t make sense to be gay, why are we gay then?’ (KK).  
Being treated differently. Harbouring specific negative prejudicial and stereotypical 
beliefs may lead to a behavioural manifestation in the form of the differential treatment of 
employees. Being treated differently refers to an employee’s perceiving that she is treated 
differently because she is lesbian. This treatment is based on prejudice and stereotypical 
viewpoints of lesbian women and how they may behave.  
One participant explains that she was treated differently to her heterosexual co-
workers by her team leader and others. Her differential treatment was made clear to her on a 
regular basis at work, predominantly by her heterosexual female team leader:  
‘Well I expect to be treated the same way as my colleagues and not to be questioned 
why I’m spending time with other women. The straight woman sitting next to me 
spends time with a guy and no one says anything to her. They’ll say things like, “oh, 
you’re married now, you can’t be spending time with other women.”’ (Meryl).  
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Another participant expressed a feeling of discomfort with heterosexual male 
employees, such as the fact that they were not sure how to behave around her because of her 
being lesbian: 
‘…it’s just that they act like different people with me than with the other ladies. Still 
sometimes some of the guys, we find out they don’t know how to deal with 
homosexuals because this is a different environment they haven’t sort of really come 
closely with gay people. I don’t think they are always too sure how to act with me 
because I’m gay’ (Jordan). 
Insensitive questions and remarks. A major concern is evident in the participants’ 
explanations of being the receivers of insensitive remarks or being asked insensitive 
questions. It demonstrates a lack of sensitivity for the receiver as well as an infringement on 
their personal lives. It is also indicative of a lack of knowledge on the part of the posers of 
these insensitive questions and remarks, and may necessitate diversity training from an HR 
department in line with the other subthemes presented. Insensitive questions refers to asking a 
gay or lesbian individual questions that are of a prejudicial or stereotypical nature and which 
are perceived to be offensive by the receiver of such questions. Insensitive remarks is 
suggestive of any statements along sexual orientation lines made by others that come across 
as insensitive and personal and are regarded as inappropriate for the workplace. These lead to 
feelings of discomfort.  
One participant described her experiences with heterosexual male employees and their 
failure to understand why she is a lesbian:  
‘… and it’s usually mostly men that tell me I haven’t met the right man yet and, um, 
that’s the problem… that’s why I’m still gay … that’s why I’m still a lesbian; it’s 
because I haven’t met the right man yet’ (Meryl).  
 
She further illustrated this subtheme by listing a number of insensitive questions that 
she had been asked by her work colleagues in general. Her experiences show a lack of 
sensitivity and knowledge, as well as incorrect assumptions made regarding lesbian 
individuals:   
‘…“oh, you’re married to a woman, okay, you obviously haven’t met the right man 
yet,” or, “Did you have boyfriends when you were younger?”, “Were you raped?”, 
“Did your father beat you?” and truthfully, none of that happened to me. “How do 
your parents feel that you’re a lesbian and that you’re married to a woman?” Um… 
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“How are you going to have children?”, “Why did you marry a woman?”, “Why are 
you a lesbian?”’ (Meryl). 
 
Another participant reported being asked insensitive questions by her heterosexual 
female manager as well as by other employees. She felt that this was an infringement on her 
personal life:  
‘She was now interested in, you know, how will I ever go about building a family. 
She’d ask me, like, how was I planning to have children? How does my family feel 
about it? Other people will ask, you know… “What happened to you? Who did this to 
you?” Ja, childhood things. “Did some man hurt you?”’ (KK).   
 
Questions regarding gender roles. A further indication of a lack of sensitivity and 
knowledge is indicated by employees’ being asked questions about their personal 
relationships in terms of gender roles. Questions regarding gender roles refers to gay or 
lesbian employees’ being asked specific details about the nature of their romantic 
relationships with their partners, but specifically about gender roles within the relationship, 
which are considered to be too personal and insensitive to the receiver of the question.  
One participant reported being asked questions at work by her colleagues on a regular 
basis about her personal relationship with her wife: ‘People will ask me general questions 
such as… “Who’s the man? Are you the man in the relationship? Or are you the woman?”’ 
(Meryl).  
Another participant expressed anger about being questioned about gender roles in 
lesbian relationships: ‘…oh, and other comments with regards to partners in previous jobs 
would be, “So you wear the pants?” and it pisses me off so much because there’s no need to 
have a male-female role in a lesbian relationship’ (Chai).  
A third participant described the questions she was asked about her personal 
relationships in terms of gender roles: ‘People will ask me, “Who’s the man; who’s the 
woman?” And of course funny remarks or whatever will come from that’ (KK).   
Stereotypical expectations of appearance and behaviour. Similar to the experiences 
of insensitive remarks and being questioned on gender roles, is the occurrence of 
stereotypical views on how lesbians should look and behave. Stereotypical expectations of 
lesbian appearance involves heterosexual individuals’ expressing a particular perception of 
how lesbian individuals should look, indicating a belief that all lesbian individuals appear 
masculine. Stereotypical expectations of lesbian behaviour involves heterosexual individuals’ 
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expressing a particular perception of the mannerisms, speech and behavioural patterns 
lesbians should exhibit, indicating the belief that all lesbian individuals appear to act in a 
masculine manner.  
One participant described a scenario that ensued after telling her co-workers that she 
had recently become married: ‘People asked to see pictures of my wedding. They were 
surprised to see that I have such a beautiful wife’ (Meryl). This alludes to the perception that 
lesbian individuals are all masculine. 
Another participant’s experiences provide an indication that people harbour specific 
views about how lesbians should look: ‘When disclosing that I’m a lesbian it’s a reaction of, 
“No, never. I’d never say that about you.”’ (Chai).  
A third participant’s experiences suggest the types of prejudice and stereotypes that 
heterosexuals have towards lesbian individuals. She describes what happened when she came 
out to her co-workers:  ‘…they weren’t concerned, by the way; there was a bit of, sort of 
amazement because I don’t sort of look gay’ (Anne) 
A fourth participant gave examples of the reactions she received from her co-workers 
when she explained that she is a lesbian: ‘You know, like, “You’re too pretty to be lesbian. 
What happened with you? Who hurt you?”’ (KK). 
In terms of how lesbians are perceived to behave, one participant described an 
incident with a heterosexual male co-worker who held the perception that lesbian individuals 
perform masculine tasks: 
‘I went camping with work colleagues so setting up the tent, it was my tent and I love 
camping so I did all of that; and the next morning we get up and there are dishes to 
be washed after making breakfast, so I go and I wash the dishes and the guy was like, 
“Stop, you can’t do that; you’re doing all the masculine stuff; you can’t do the 
feminine stuff as well,” and I was like arrghhhh. The whole label is that lesbian is 
male and it’s not’ (Chai).  
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Table 7  
Overview of the subthemes generated from the theme prejudice and stereotypes for 
lesbian employees  
Subthemes Description Participants  
Prejudicial/stereotypical 
remarks  
Offensive verbal remarks  
 
Chai 
KK  
Not seeing gay/lesbian 
employees as individuals 
Assuming all gay/lesbian individuals are 
exactly the same  
Chai  
 
Use of derogatory terms 
to refer to gay/lesbian 
individuals 
Using terms that are known to be offensive to 
refer to gay/lesbian individuals  
Anne 
Chai  
Religious 
fundamentalism  
Making offensive remarks by using a religion 
to condemn  
KK 
Chai 
Meryl 
Being treated differently  
 
Perceptions of being treated differently based 
on sexual orientation  
Meryl 
Jordan  
Insensitive 
remarks/questions 
Remarks/questions that are offensive and 
cause discomfort  
Meryl 
KK 
Questions regarding 
gender roles 
 
Insensitive questions about an employee’s 
romantic relationship pertaining to gender 
roles 
Meryl 
Chai 
KK 
Stereotypical 
expectations of 
appearance and 
behaviour 
Believing that all lesbian individuals look and 
behave in the same way 
Meryl 
Chai 
KK 
Anne 
 
From Table 7, it can be seen that all five lesbian participants experienced eight types 
of prejudice and stereotypes. 
 
Theme Two: Bullying 
Bullying may be the behavioural manifestation of individuals’ harbouring negative 
prejudice toward and stereotypes of lesbian employees. Thus, bullying is viewed as different 
from the use of prejudice and stereotypes as it is focused on behaviour and not on 
perceptions. In the context of the study, based on the responses from the participants bullying 
may be defined as one employee’ exerting their power or influence over another employee, 
which results in a negative feeling from the receiver of the bullying behaviour. Bullying may 
be regarded as an intentional behaviour that serves to undermine the receiver of the bullying 
behaviours. In the context of this study, bullying behaviours stemmed from colleagues, 
superiors, subordinates and clients. The participants did not state explicitly that they were 
bullied. This theme was chosen based on similar experiences of the participants, which 
constituted bullying behaviours. This theme was different to the experience of bullying for 
gay employees as in some cases it led to feelings of fear and isolation. The theme bullying 
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was obtained from the subthemes: being targeted, elimination, isolation, undermined 
authority and fear of physical assault.  
Being targeted. A concern was raised by the participants about being wrongfully 
targeted at work on the basis of their sexual orientation. Being targeted involves one 
individual’s being targeted for a specific reason in order to humiliate or demean the 
individual.  
One participant described an incident where she was called in by her team leader and 
reprimanded for something she felt was unwarranted and would not have occurred if she was 
a heterosexual female employee:  
‘One day my girlfriend fetched me from work and she got out the car, opened the door 
for me, gave me a hug and then I got in the car and went home. And the next day my 
team leader called me into a meeting. I was told it was inappropriate for me to greet 
my girlfriend at the time by giving her a hug in that way’ (Meryl). 
 
Another participant explained her treatment by a heterosexual male colleague in her 
department. She explained that a heterosexual female employee was also employed in this 
department and did not receive the same treatment:   
‘…he would make me do certain things, like in front of everyone, um, “Get up—” and 
he would say to me, “Get up and go get me—” um, let’s say coffee, for example, and 
I’d be like, “Well that will never happen in a million years,” you know. Or, “Get up 
and go call so-and-so,” and I’m like, “We are in the same position.” It wasn’t that I 
was just a woman, it was because I’m lesbian’ (KK).  
 
Elimination. Another extreme form of bullying occurs when an attempt is made to 
eliminate an employee from an organisation. Elimination occurs when an organisation 
attempts to force an employee to resign from an organisation, by either direct or indirect 
means. This may be done by mistreating an employee to the extent that she feels she does not 
see any other way forward and that it is necessary to resign, or actually eliminating her by 
request.  
One participant reported on her experiences of unfair treatment by her female 
heterosexual manager after it was discovered by this manager that she was a lesbian. It 
appears that she was forced to resign from her job:  
‘She just now had issues with my work productivity, like anything I would do she was 
never really satisfied. No recognition and I was denied to go on training. I felt that 
  
60 
 
she was on a mission to actually drive me out. So I decided to leave and I had no 
employment. It was just that uncomfortable. And I felt I just needed to get out of there’ 
(KK).  
 
Isolation. The experience of being distanced from others is another form of bullying 
that impacts on employees’ relationships with their co-workers. Isolation refers to an 
individual’s feeling excluded or isolated because she is a lesbian in this case. It may refer to 
an employee’s being excluded from a discussion or other employees’ simply keeping their 
distance from an employee on the basis of her being a lesbian.  
Upon describing her general experiences at work, one participant narrated that she felt 
isolated from other heterosexual female employees: ‘…but, um, mostly women keep their 
distance from me’ (Meryl).  
When engaging in general ‘chit-chat’ with co-workers, another participant reported 
feeling excluded from discussions with heterosexual female employees: ‘Girls will talk about 
boys and say, “…not that you would care.”’ (Anne).  
Undermined authority. Feeling undermined by one’s subordinates may lead to 
feelings of disrespect for one’s authority and level of power, and may be viewed as a type of 
bullying experienced through defiance. Undermined authority refers to employees’ not 
respecting a senior employee’s position, level of authority and power she may have.  
When engaging with her subordinates, one participant reported acts of defiance and a 
lack of respect for her positional power on the basis of her sexual orientation:  
‘…I’m your senior, you don’t approach me and speak to me like that, you know. It’s 
like you have a sign written on you and then people are like, we can say whatever we 
want to her. We can speak to her in whatever manner because she’s lesbian’ (KK). 
 
Fear of physical assault. In extreme circumstances, bullying behaviours can lead to a 
sense of fear and anxiety in employees. Hearing about the physical assault of a gay co-worker 
refers to an extreme form of bullying when an individual is actually physically assaulted for 
being gay another employees hears about this experience and becomes fearful for their own 
safety.  
A participant expresses her fear after hearing about the physical assault of another gay 
co-worker. She fears that the same thing might happen to her:  
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‘Actually at [Company N]3 previously there was a guy who was attacked at a plant, at 
a manufacturing plant. He was beaten up. He was gay. He was gay and he was 
attacked and he was in hospital for like a month and you know he wasn’t the same 
after that at all. And I know that he was attacked because he was homosexual. […] 
Sometimes I get… you know, when I walk out and I’m walking to my car, I’m like 
what if there’s somebody… I think of those types of things… you know, what if there’s 
somebody waiting out there and, you know, what would I do? Um, I’m not at all 
comfortable’ (KK). 
 
Table 8 shows the subthemes developed from the theme of bullying for lesbian 
employees. 
 
Table 8  
Overview of the subthemes obtained from the theme bullying for lesbian employees 
Subthemes Description Participants  
Being targeted   Targeting an employee on the basis of sexual 
orientation   
Meryl 
KK  
Elimination  Indirectly forcing an employee to resign KK  
Isolation  Feeling excluded from discussions or distanced 
from others   
Meryl  
Anne  
Undermined authority Not respecting a senior employee’s 
position/status because of her sexual orientation 
KK 
Fear of physical 
assault 
Hearing about the physical assault of another gay 
employee, causing fear 
KK 
 
Table 8 shows that three lesbians experienced five types of bullying.   
 
Theme Three: Problems with people management practices, policies and procedures. 
The aforementioned themes, as well as sexual harassment, which follows as the fourth 
theme, point to the existence of problems with people management practices, policies and 
procedures. This theme may be defined as any non-performance of the basic functions of an 
HR department within an organisation. Some of the basic functions of an HR department 
involve a focus on the wellbeing of employees by providing training to employees and 
promoting policies governing acceptable behaviour in the workplace. An HR department 
serves to empower employees in organisations by focusing on their wellbeing. In the case of 
                                                          
3
 The organisational identity has been hidden to protect the participant and the organisation 
that does not form part of this study. 
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the lesbian employees in this study, the occurrence of bullying, the use of prejudice and 
stereotypes, and the occurrence of sexual harassment provide an indication of problems with 
people management practices, policies and procedures. This was selected as a separate theme 
due to the fact that an HR department should function as a unit according to company policy 
and good human resources practices, despite any personal views individual members of the 
department may hold. This serves to differentiate sufficiently the following subthemes from 
those detailed previously as behaviours, prejudices and stereotypes exhibited by individuals 
or groups of co-workers that are not mandated by the company to ensure the wellbeing of a 
colleague, as is the purpose of an HR department. Furthermore, the reasoning behind 
selecting this as a separate theme is that were these problems with people management 
practices, policies and procedures to be addressed, this may lead to a reduction in the 
occurrence of workplace discrimination against lesbian employees. In other words, this is the 
only theme that may have a causal effect on the others (not vice versa), should the issues 
constituting its subthemes be resolved. This is further elaborated on in Chapter Five.  
The theme problems with people management practices, policies and procedures was 
constructed from the subthemes: not addressing employee concerns regarding discrimination, 
absence of diversity training where needed, no HR policies for same-sex parents, and non-
promotion of anti-discrimination policies. These subthemes are different from the 
experiences of gay employees as they suggest a clear lack of compliance with South Africa’s 
legislative framework described in Chapter One.  
Not addressing employee concerns regarding discrimination. A basic function of an 
HR department is to handle grievance procedures and address employees’ concerns. Not 
addressing employee concerns regarding discrimination refers to instances where an 
employee has come forward with concerns regarding discrimination and these were not 
addressed or followed up.  
 After being reprimanded for hugging her girlfriend outside the organisation’s 
premises (described above), the participant complained. Her complaints, however, were not 
addressed or investigated:  
‘I did not lay any grievances; I just emailed the GM of the company, as well as my 
manager, who asked for that to be addressed with me and our human resources 
department, and that was just put on my file. There was no follow-up done about it or 
anything like that’ (Meryl).  
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Another participant explained her experience going to her HR department to inquire 
about the organisation’s policies after being treated unfairly by her manager. She was not 
taken seriously:  
‘…also, I’d go to HR and I’d ask them what type of policies do they have, you know, 
regarding sexual orientation and etcetera, etcetera, and then it would be, like, you 
know, uh, there’d be jokes about it, like, uh, you know, I’ve started again with my 
nonsense type of thing. Why am I always trying to be different? Why am I always 
wanting to know about such things? And I thought, well, you know, I’m definitely not 
going to win with this situation’ (KK). 
 
Absence of diversity training where needed. Diversity training that is focused on 
being sensitive towards individual differences may lead to a decrease in the occurrence of the 
use of prejudice and stereotypes, and possibly even bullying and sexual harassment. An 
absence of diversity training where needed refers to an employee’s not having received any 
diversity or sensitivity training when there was a need for it, based on the participant’s work 
experiences. Note that not all of the participants felt that there was a need for diversity 
training. To illustrate, Anne felt that in her department diversity training was not needed, 
whilst Meryl said that though she had undergone diversity training, sexual orientation was 
only touched on briefly and the training did not help. Jordan expressed that she had 
undergone diversity training. The remaining two participants’ responses to being questioned 
about their organisation’s HR policies were as follows: ‘No, I have never had diversity 
training ever’ (Chai), and ‘Never, and I’ve been there for a year and two months’ (KK).  
No HR policies for same-sex parents. Within the South African legislative 
framework, same-sex parents are provided with the same benefits (such as leave benefits) and 
rights as heterosexual parents. No HR policies for same-sex parents refers to not having any 
leave benefits in place for same-sex parents. One participant expressed a lack of compliance 
of this legislation by her organisation. This indicates a discrepancy between the leave benefits 
for heterosexual parents and same-sex parents.  
A participant described her experience upon inquiring about parental benefits for 
same-sex couples, as she was planning to start a family:  
‘So I went randomly one day to speak to a lady who was in HR, who was our HR BP, 
and I asked her… because I mean I’m always considering… I’ll definitely have a 
family and so forth… so I was asking things pertaining to maternity leave, for 
example, um, benefits and so forth. If you have a partner, uh, would my partner get 
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the same benefits that a heterosexual couple gets and so forth, and it kind of unsettled 
me for an institution that was very pro-, uh, you know, non-discrimination, for where 
sexual orientation is concerned. Nobody could actually give me an answer to that’ 
(KK). 
 
Non-promotion of anti-discrimination policies. None of the lesbian participants in 
this study were aware of any anti-discrimination policies at work. This raises concerns as 
every employee interviewed within the lesbian sample experienced clear and definite forms 
of discrimination at work. Non-promotion of anti-discrimination policies refers to 
organisations’ not making employees aware of the procedures to follow should they feel they 
have been a target of discrimination. All organisations in the South African context have to 
have specific procedures in place for dealing with cases of employee discrimination as this is 
laid out in the Constitution, and employees should be made aware of such procedures.  
When questioned about their organisation’s policies during the interviews, all of the 
participants indicated that they were unaware of any such policies:  ‘I’m not sure about any 
policies; I would have to look it up’ (Chai).‘I don’t know about them’ (Anne). ‘Not that I 
know of but I am comfortable going to HR and discussing it with them. I have faith in them’ 
(Meryl).‘I can’t say if there is something in terms of policies because it is not sort of sent out 
and promoted’ (Jordan). ‘There are none at all. But where issues or policies around, you 
know, anti-homophobic whatever, it’s not even something to be discussed or that is discussed 
or acknowledged. It’s not there at all’ (KK).  
Table 9 shows the subthemes generated from the theme problems with people 
management practices, policies and procedures. 
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Table 9  
Overview of the subthemes generated from the theme problems with people management 
practices, policies and procedures for lesbian employees 
Subthemes Description Participants  
Not addressing 
employee concerns 
regarding 
discrimination 
HR not following through on complaints or 
ignoring concerns regarding discrimination 
Meryl 
KK  
Absence of diversity 
training where needed 
No diversity training where there is a need for it, 
based on the participants’ experiences  
Chai  
KK  
No HR policies for 
same-sex parents  
A lack of clarity on leave benefits for same-sex 
parents   
KK 
 
Non-promotion of anti-
discrimination policies 
Employees not made aware of policies and 
procedures 
KK 
Chai 
Meryl 
Anne 
Jordan 
 
Table 9 shows that four subthemes were present for all five lesbian employees in this 
study for the theme problems with people management practices, policies and procedures.  
 
Theme Four: Sexual harassment. 
Within the context of this study, sexual harassment refers to any encounter of a sexual 
nature with another heterosexual male or female employee. In addition, this encounter is 
unwanted by the receiver and the act of sexual harassment is perceived as offensive to the 
receiver of the encounter. This theme was not experienced by the gay employees interviewed 
in this study. It may be linked to the aforementioned themes but is viewed as separate in the 
context of this study as the focus is on offensive encounters of a specifically sexual nature. 
To illustrate, sexual harassment may be used as a form of bullying and may also be the 
behavioural manifestation of the use of prejudice and stereotypes. It is also indicative of some 
problems with people management practices, policies and procedures. The theme sexual 
harassment was constructed by grouping the following subthemes: physical sexual 
harassment, requesting to view inappropriate photographs, and inappropriate 
questions/remarks of a sexual nature. 
Physical sexual harassment. One participant experienced a physical encounter of 
sexual harassment. It may be argued that this experience was demonstrative of a lack of 
respect for her sexual orientation. Physical sexual harassment refers to an employee’s being 
touched by another male employee in a manner that is unwanted, when it was known that this 
employee is a lesbian.  
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A participant described her experiences of physical sexual harassment at the hands of 
a heterosexual male employee. It was known to the other employee that the participant was a 
lesbian: ‘I had a man pull my bra strap – senior manager’ (KK). 
Requesting to view inappropriate photographs. Another participant experienced a 
less severe form of sexual harassment than the one mentioned above, leading to the 
identification of this subtheme. Requesting to view inappropriate photographs refers to a 
request from a heterosexual employee seeking photographs of a sexual nature from an 
employee who is known to be a lesbian.  
One participant described her experiences with her heterosexual male team leader, 
who sought naked photos of her and her partner. She felt that she had been taken advantage 
of due to the fact that she was young age and lacked experience in the working world: ‘He 
was wanting to see photos while we were having sex or whatever the case. And he would do 
that probably on a daily basis for quite some time’ (Meryl). 
Questions/remarks of a sexual nature. Various participants reported being the 
victims of sexually suggestive remarks and inappropriate questions. The prevalence of this 
subtheme raises concern regarding the treatment of lesbian employees. Sexually suggestive 
remarks refers to heterosexual employees’ making sexually suggestive comments or 
comments of a sexual nature to another employee who is known to be a lesbian. These 
remarks are perceived to be offensive and unwanted by the receiver. Inappropriate questions 
of a sexual nature refers to an employee’s asking another employee who is known to be a 
lesbian questions of a sexual nature, perceived to be offensive by the receiver as these 
questions are unwanted.  
One participant explained her level of discomfort with her encounters with 
heterosexual female employees at work. She feels targeted as this is done purposefully to 
cause a sense of discomfort in her:  
‘Like a few of the ladies in the office they would go, “you like me”, “you want me”. I 
wouldn’t even repeat words that they say of a sexual connotation but it’s the way that 
they say it because they know it makes me feel extremely uncomfortable, so they do it 
on purpose’ (Jordan).  
 
Another participant described an encounter with her female heterosexual manager 
after it was discovered that she was a lesbian: 
‘And one of the comments that were very interesting is when she said, so I’m attracted 
to women, yes, um, and then she asked me, am I attracted to her and I replied “no”. 
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Then she’s like, “thank god. Just don’t look at me—” you know, “—in any way that’s 
funny.”’ (KK).  
 
One participant described her unwanted and inappropriate encounters with 
heterosexual male employees at work: ‘One guy will offer to give you “a real service”’ 
(Anne).  
In terms of being asked questions of a sexual nature, one participant described her 
experiences with her heterosexual male team leader. She also explained that such harassment 
would occur on a daily basis: ‘He would ask, “How do you have sex? How can you have sex 
when you’re both women? It’s not possible.”’ (Meryl). 
A further demonstration of being asked questions of a sexual nature is provided by 
another participant who described her work experiences in general with her heterosexual 
colleagues: ‘People also just wanting to get very personal; they want to know about your sex 
life. So, “Okay we know that you’re gay, so how do you do it?”’ (KK).  
Table 10 shows the subthemes generated from the theme of sexual harassment. 
 
Table 10  
Overview of the subthemes obtained from the theme sexual harassment 
Subthemes Description Participants  
Physical sexual 
harassment  
Being touched by another employee and this is 
unwanted 
KK 
Requesting to view 
inappropriate 
photographs 
Requesting to see photographs with sexual content  Meryl  
Questions/remarks of a 
sexual nature 
Asking offensive questions or making sexually 
suggestive remarks  
Jordan 
Anne 
KK 
Meryl  
  
Table 10 shows that three subthemes were evident for four lesbian employees in this 
study in terms of sexual harassment.  
4.4. Integration  
 Based on the naïve understanding and structural analysis phases detailed in this 
chapter, workplace discrimination against homosexual employees in South Africa appears to 
be prevalent. An analysis of the themes and subthemes demonstrates that homosexual 
employees experience both direct and indirect forms of workplace discrimination. The 
participants in this sample experienced discrimination due to prejudice and stereotypes 
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regarding homosexual individuals. They experienced discrimination from mainly 
heterosexual male employees but in some instances heterosexual female employees were also 
the cause of the participants’ perceptions of discrimination. The themes of discrimination 
identified for gay employees were bullying, the use of prejudice and stereotypes and 
problems with people management practices, policies and procedures. The themes of 
discrimination identified for lesbian employees were bullying, the use of prejudice and 
stereotypes, problems with people management practices, policies and procedures, and sexual 
harassment. In Chapter Five I shall include the comprehensive understanding phase of 
Ricoeur’s (1976) hermeneutic phenomenology data analysis. In the next chapter I shall 
review the text as a whole and relate it to existing literature in order to make sense of the 
narrations by the participants.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
INTERPRETATION AND SENSE-MAKING 
5.1.  Introduction 
 In this chapter I shall provide the third and final phase of the hermeneutic 
phenomenology data-analysis process designed by Ricoeur (1976), which serves as the 
discussion section for this study. The themes and subthemes presented in Chapter Four are 
discussed and integrated with relevant theory. I also provide possible explanations for the 
nature of the work experiences of the gay and lesbian employees interviewed in this study. 
5.2. Comprehensive understanding  
The aim of this study was to examine and attempt to gain an understanding of the 
narratives of gay and lesbian employees in order to explore the nature of discriminatory 
experiences they encounter at work. Such a study has not previously been conducted in the 
South African work context. In this study, five gay employees and five lesbian employees 
were interviewed using a semi-structured approach.  
With the aforementioned, in the last phase of interpreting the data, the entire text was 
again viewed as a whole, rather than a specific analysis of the text (as in the second phase of 
the analysis). I combined my naïve understanding, the results of the structural analysis and 
my pre-understandings to produce a comprehensive understanding upon which I reflected and 
shall present in this chapter and the next. The themes and subthemes that were constructed in 
Chapter Four, highlighting the participant’s lived experiences of workplace discrimination on 
the basis of sexual orientation, are interlinked but may be viewed as separate, demonstrating 
the various dimensions of meaning to the phenomenon that is workplace discrimination 
against homosexual employees. To illustrate, van Manen (1997) argues that one theme may 
be used to implicate the meaning dimensions of the other generated themes. In addition, 
Heidegger (1962) asserts that an individual’s total lived experience is a network of their 
experiences. This finding suggests that the meaning of workplace discrimination as narrated 
by lesbian and gay employees may be understood as, for gay employees, experiencing 
bullying, the use of prejudice and stereotypes, and problems with people management 
practices, policies and procedures; and for lesbian employees, experiencing bullying, 
stereotypes and prejudice, problems with people management practices, policies and 
procedures, and sexual harassment. Both gay and lesbian employees experienced overt and 
covert forms of workplace discrimination.  
This study found that there were differences in the experiences of workplace 
discrimination for gay and lesbian employees. That is, the lesbian employees in this study 
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experienced more varied and pervasive forms of workplace discrimination as opposed to the 
gay employees interviewed in this study. These findings are expounded in the subsequent 
sections.  
5.2.1. The use of prejudice and stereotypes. Table 11 below shows the types of 
prejudice and stereotypes experienced by the participants. 
 
Table 11  
Similarities and differences in the experiences of prejudice and stereotypes for gay and 
lesbian employees 
 Types of prejudice and stereotypes experienced Participants 
Gay employees’ experiences/perceptions of prejudice and stereotypes 
 Prejudicial/stereotypical remarks 
 
Being treated differently 
David 
Ri  
Smiley  
 
   
Lesbian  employees’ experiences/perceptions of prejudice and stereotypes 
 Prejudicial/stereotypical remarks Chai 
KK 
 Not seeing gay/lesbian employees as individuals  Chai 
 Use of derogatory terms to refer to gay/lesbian individuals  Anne 
  
Religious fundamentalism 
 
 
Being treated differently 
 
Insensitive questions/remarks 
 
Questions regarding gender roles 
 
 
Stereotypical expectations of appearance and behaviour 
Chai 
KK 
Chai 
Meryl 
Meryl 
Jordan 
Meryl 
KK 
Meryl 
Chai 
KK 
Meryl 
Anne 
Chai 
KK 
 
As may be seen from Table 11, the lesbian employees interviewed expressed more 
accounts of the use of prejudice stereotypes in their treatment by others at work than the gay 
employees in this study. For the gay employees, only two subthemes were constructed, 
namely experiencing being the victims of prejudicial or stereotypical remarks and the 
perception of being treated differently. For the lesbian employees in this study, eight 
subthemes were obtained. These include the use of prejudicial and stereotypical remarks, not 
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seeing gay/lesbian employees as individuals, use of derogatory terms to refer to gay/lesbian 
individuals, religious fundamentalism, being treated differently, insensitive 
remarks/questions, questions regarding gender roles and stereotypical expectations of 
appearance and behaviour. Both lesbians and gays experienced this form of discrimination. 
Previous studies of homosexual employees in the workplace that have confirmed the 
existence of similar stereotypes and prejudices, include: The Williams Institute Report (2009) 
on discrimination, which found more than 380 cases of workplace discrimination against 
LBGT employees (Pizer et al., 2012); Aaron and Ragusa’s (2011) study, which suggested 
that workplace discrimination continues to exist because of stereotypes such as that an 
individual is too gregarious for a particular position; and in Chicago, a study conducted by 
Gates and Mitchell (2013) where participants reported experiencing their work colleagues’ 
telling offensive jokes about LGBT individuals, making homophobic remarks, and asking 
questions about their personal lives which led them to feel discomfort. Thus, the findings of 
this study lend support to previous studies. A possible reason for this similarity in findings 
may be that stereotypes are an important aspect of social inequality (Percheski, 2008), 
therefore even within various contexts, stereotypes serve to discriminate against others and 
cause social inequalities. In addition, as explained below, stereotypes lend support to views of 
heterosexuality being superior to homosexuality. In this study, the participants expressed that 
heterosexual individuals have more homophobic thoughts than they actually express. In 
addition, the participants suggested that most heterosexual individuals have a problem with 
viewing homosexual individuals as equals.  
In line with the literature presented in Chapter Two, Social Identity Theory may be 
used to understand the use of prejudice and stereotypes against gay and lesbian individuals. 
In terms of Social Identity Theory, people classify others into social groups and also locate 
themselves within a social category (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). People then evaluate the worth 
of their social identities by comparing their own group with other groups (Wolfe & Spencer, 
1996). The basic principle of Social Identity Theory is that individuals are motivated to 
maintain a positively-valued social identity and do so by creating comparisons with other 
social groups. This may lead to behaviour and attitudes that are biased in favour of one group 
(Wolfe & Spencer, 1996). Thus, prejudice and stereotypes may arise from the struggle to 
maintain a positive social identity (Crocker, Thompson, McGraw, & Ingerman, 1987). In the 
context of this study, heterosexual employees may have discriminated against homosexual 
employees in order to protect their status as members of the heterosexual group. Thus, Social 
  
72 
 
Identity Theory may be used to understand the occurrence of workplace discrimination by 
heterosexual employees against homosexual employees.  
Odendaal (2009) suggests that stereotyping occurs when an individual judges another 
on the basis of their perception of the group to which the individual belongs. Individuals 
utilise generalisations daily to make decisions quickly but a problem occurs when 
generalisations are made inaccurately, as was the case with the participants in this study. 
Odendaal (2009) also asserts that organisations need to sensitise employees and managers to 
the damage that stereotyping can create through the use of diversity training programmes. To 
illustrate, in this study, the participants most appeared to feel offended by the use of prejudice 
and stereotypes. These experiences led the participants to question how their heterosexual co-
workers actually felt about them. Having to endure experiences of prejudice and stereotypes 
may impact on an employee’s level of well-being and self-esteem. It may also cause 
employees to be more cautious about ‘coming out’ to their co-workers or freely discussing 
their personal lives at work for fear of not being accepted as an equal. 
Due to stereotypes portraying gay and lesbian individuals as feminine and masculine 
respectively (Chung, 1995), gender roles remain an important part of the manner in which 
gay and lesbian individuals are perceived (Pichler et al., 2010). Gender-reversed stereotypes 
affect heterosexual individuals’ behaviour towards gay and lesbian individuals (Pichler et al., 
2010). Also, stereotypes about homosexual individuals are relevant as they affect the manner 
in which heterosexual individuals perceive and interact with them (Pichler et al., 2010).  
5.2.2. Workplace bullying. Table 12 below shows the types of workplace bullying 
experienced by the participants. 
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Table 12  
Similarities and differences in the experiences of bullying for gay and lesbian employees 
 Types of bullying experienced Participants 
Gay employees’ experiences/perceptions of workplace bullying 
 Ignoring ideas 
Gossiping 
Changing an employee’s job 
 
Ri 
Ri  
Jan  
Ryan 
 Sabotage  
Elimination 
 
Ri 
Ri  
Ryan  
Lesbian  employees’ experiences/perceptions of workplace bullying 
 Being targeted Meryl 
KK 
 Elimination 
Isolation 
KK 
Meryl  
Anne  
 Undermined authority KK 
 Fear of physical assault KK 
 
As may be seen from Table 12, the types of workplace bullying that gay employees 
experienced included ignoring ideas, gossiping, changing an employee’s job, sabotage and 
elimination. In this study only two gay employees out of five experienced workplace 
bullying, which occurred in the information technology industry and banking/finance 
industry. Participant Jan (higher education industry) had the perception that certain types of 
workplace bullying occur within the South African context due to his experience with 
management consulting. He had not experienced any form of bullying himself, however. The 
types of bullying experienced by lesbian employees included being targeted, elimination, 
isolation, having their authority undermined and fear of physical assault. Three lesbian 
employees out of five had experienced workplace bullying. This occurred in the 
banking/finance industry, health insurance industry and manufacturing industry.  
Both gay and lesbian employees experienced workplace bullying. In this study, the 
participants experienced workplace bullying from their superiors, colleagues and 
subordinates, as well as from clients. Irwin (2002) also found that homosexual employees 
may experience discrimination in the form of unfair work rosters, a lack of work-related 
benefits such as carer’s leave or annual benefits, unreasonable work expectations, sabotaging 
work, dismissal as well as physical and sexual assault. Similarly, in another study conducted 
by Gates and Mitchell (2013) physical assault was found to exist. In the present study, in 
some cases less severe and more subtle cases of bullying were found possibly due to the 
nature of South Africa’s stringent employment legislation. Bullying may have been found as 
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theme as it serves to increase power distances, obtain control and possibly suppress 
homosexual sexuality (Willis, 2009).   
Heterosexism may be used as a possible explanation for why gay and lesbian 
employees experience bullying in the workplace. Morin (1977) defines heterosexism as a 
theory and case where heterosexual individuals view heterosexuality as superior to 
homosexuality, and includes a broader range of discrimination as opposed to homophobia. In 
the context of this study, heterosexual individuals may bully homosexual individuals at work 
because they hold the view that heterosexuality is superior to homosexuality.  
In addition, the Prototype Model may also be used as an explanation for workplace 
bullying. As described in Chapter Two, in the Prototype Model, perceived discrimination is 
determined by how well an incident reflects what individuals may consider the norm 
regarding social responsibility (Harris et al., 2004). To understand the determinants of 
perceived discrimination, the notion of prototypes and expectations has been used in various 
studies (see Inman, 2001; Inman & Baron, 1996). The main variable in this regard seems to 
be the degree to which an individual is perceived to have violated the norm of social 
responsibility. The norm requires that individuals who have power should not take advantage 
of those who are perceived to have less power (Rodrin et al., 1990). The greater the degree to 
which an individual has violated this norm, the more likely it is that he or she will be 
perceived to have discriminated against another individual (Harris et al., 2004). Within the 
context of this study, most of the perpetrators of bullying behaviour had a greater amount of 
power than the homosexual employees who had been bullied at work. As such, the 
heterosexual perpetrators of bullying took advantage of the homosexual employees and 
violated the norm of social responsibility. The Integrated Threat Theory and Social Identity 
Theory described in Chapter Two provide a further explanation for the occurrence of 
workplace bullying. To illustrate, in terms of homosexual discrimination, Crandall (1994) 
suggests that there is a relationship between symbolic threats and sexual orientation groups. 
For example, individuals who view homosexuals as violating important norms and values 
generally have negative attitudes towards homosexual individuals (Haddock et al., 1993). In 
the context of the present study, heterosexual employees may use bullying as a means to 
protect their social identities as heterosexuals and protect their group’s status. In terms of the 
Integrated Threat Theory and the present study, heterosexual employees may perceive 
homosexual employees as being a threat and use bullying as a means to act on these threats.  
Pietersen (2007) asserts that workplace bullying may affect all employees and may 
occur in all types of organisations and professions. In the current study, it may be seen that 
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the workplace bullying of gay and lesbian employees occurred in various industries, such as 
the manufacturing, banking, finance, and health insurance industries. Examples of bullying at 
work may include personal attacks on an employee; eroding an employee’s competence and 
reputation at work; and attacks through job roles and tasks (Hutchinson, Vickers, Wilkes, & 
Jackson, 2010). All of these occurred in this study. Other examples of workplace bullying 
which occurred in the context of this study include isolating an employee (e.g. withholding 
information) (Rayner & Hoel, 1997); gossiping, threats to professional status (Rayner, 1997) 
and manipulation of situations (Cunniff & Mostert, 2012).  
Workplace bullying has a vast number of negative consequences for organisations. 
For example, workplace bullying may lead to reduced employee productivity and more 
employees wanting to resign (Mayhew, McCarthy, Chappel, Quinlan, Barker, & Shehan, 
2004). In this study, two employees resigned from their jobs due to workplace bullying. 
Workplace bullying also has a variety of negative consequences for individual employees. To 
illustrate, van den Broeck, Bailien and De Wite (2011) suggest that workplace bullying may 
lead to reduced motivation, anxiety, depression, lowered self-esteem and low morale. In this 
study, one participant even expressed experiencing a sense of fear upon hearing about another 
co-worker who was physically assaulted for being gay. Experiencing bullying behaviours 
may have led to feelings of being undermined by their employers, as well as feelings of 
frustration. It was also evident that the participants felt enraged by the treatment they had 
received. Some of the experiences above may have also had an impact on the wellbeing of 
the participants. In some cases, there is evidence that the participants felt isolated and fearful. 
5.2.3. Problems with people management practices, policies and procedures. 
Table 13 below shows the problems that the participants experienced. 
 
  
76 
 
Table 13  
Similarities and differences in the experiences of problems with people management 
practices, policies and procedures for gay and lesbian employees 
 Problems with people management practices, policies and procedures Participants 
Gay employees’ experiences of problems with people management practices, policies 
and procedures 
 Non-promotion of anti-discrimination policies 
 
Jan  
David 
 Absence of diversity training where needed Jan  
  
Lesbian  employees’ experiences of problems with people management practices, 
policies and procedures 
 Not addressing employees’ concerns regarding discrimination Meryl 
KK 
 Absence of diversity training where needed  Chai  
KK 
 No HR policies for same-sex parents KK 
 Non-promotion of anti-discrimination policies All 
participants 
 
From Table 13 it can be seen that the gay employees experienced a non-promotion of 
anti-discrimination policies and not receiving diversity training where there is a need. These 
occurred in the higher education industry. The lesbian employees experienced non-promotion 
of anti-discrimination policies, no diversity training, no HR policies for same-sex parents, 
and not addressing employees’ concerns regarding discrimination. These occurred in all the 
industries represented in the study. 
Both gay and lesbian employees experienced this form of discrimination. Various 
other studies have found problems with people management practices, policies and 
procedures. A possible reason for this similarity in findings may be due to most westernised 
countries having anti-discrimination legislation in place but that these policies are not 
adhered to in organisations. For example, in a study conducted by Aaron and Ragusa (2011), 
some participants did not believe that workplace policies were adhered to. The same study 
also found that, based on some of the participants’ experiences, indirect cases of homophobia 
existed despite anti-discrimination policies being in place. In the same study only one 
participant had a positive experience in terms of diversity and acceptance training initiatives. 
In addition, various studies have shown that gay men earn less than their heterosexual co-
workers (Berg & Lien, 2002; Carpenter, 2007), thus indicating discrimination on the basis of 
sexual orientation. In a study conducted by Barrientos and Bozon (2014) on the 
discrimination and victimisation of gay and lesbian individuals it was found that the lesbian 
participants reported perceiving more discrimination in terms of being hired for a job or being 
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fired. A further problem with people management practices, policies and procedures is 
indicated in a study conducted by Drydakis (2009) which found that gay men were 
significantly less likely to receive an invitation for a job interview than their heterosexual 
counterparts. 
Within the context of this study, the problems with people management practices, 
policies and procedures are indicative of a lack of procedural justice for homosexual 
employees in organisations. These problems impacted on the participants’ perceptions of 
fairness and equality in this study. As was described in Chapter Two, procedural justice 
includes the fairness of procedures that are used to determine organisational outcomes 
(Thibaut & Walker, 1975). Consequently, procedural justice is an important organisational 
experience that employees may use to determine the overall beneficence of the organisation, 
and may therefore impact on important outcomes such as organisational loyalty and 
commitment (Cropanzano & Greenberg, 1997). Goldman (2001) suggests that procedural 
fairness is negatively related to employees’ perceptions of discrimination. Moreover, 
heterosexism may be used as a possible explanation for why gay and lesbian employees 
experience problems with people management practices, policies and procedures in 
organisations. Morin (1977) defines heterosexism as a theory and case where heterosexual 
individuals view heterosexuality as superior to homosexuality and includes a broader range of 
discrimination as opposed to homophobia. In the context of this study, HR departments may 
have ignored the concerns from homosexual employees because they hold the view that 
heterosexuality is superior to homosexuality within the organisational context.  
To further illustrate, the Prototype Model may be used as an explanation for the 
experiencing problems with people management practices, policies and procedures in 
organisations. As explicated in Chapter Two, in the Prototype Model, perceived 
discrimination is determined by how well an incident reflects an individual’s adherence to or 
flouting of the norms regarding social responsibility (Harris et al., 2004). The norm requires 
that individuals who have power should not take advantage of those who are perceived to 
have less power (Rodrin et al., 1990). The greater the degree to which an individual has 
violated this norm, the more likely he or she will be perceived as having discriminated 
against another individual (Harris et al., 2004). Within the context of this study, it appears 
that HR departments have violated this norm of social responsibility (i.e., to protect the rights 
of homosexual employees). The Integrated Threat Theory and Social Identity Theory 
discussed in Chapter Two provide a further explanation for the occurrence of problems with 
people management practices, policies and procedures for homosexual employees. To 
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illustrate, in terms of homosexual discrimination, Crandall (1994) suggests that there is a 
relationship between symbolic threats and sexual orientation groups. That is, individuals who 
view homosexuals as violating norms and values typically harbour negative attitudes towards 
homosexual individuals (Haddock et al., 1993). In the context of the present study, HR 
departments in organisations may ignore employee concerns and not provide diversity 
training that deals with homosexual content, for example, as a means to protect an 
organisation’s and employees’ social identities as heterosexuals and uphold their group’s 
status. In terms of the Integrated Threat Theory and the present study, heterosexual 
employees may perceive homosexual employees as being a threat and as a consequence, 
amongst other examples of problems with people management practices, policies and 
procedures presented in this study, ignore homosexual employees’ concerns or not provide 
diversity training with content of a homosexual nature.  
To illustrate my reasoning above, HR departments are major role-players in 
employment relations in organisations. Nel, Kirsten, Swanepoel, Erasmus, and Poisat (2012) 
argue that an official policy is required to assist all parties concerned with problems with 
people management practices, policies and procedures in order to implement fair and non-
discriminatory work practices. Justice and fairness are key aspects of employment relations 
management. The authors recommend that a labour relations policy be put in place in 
organisations, which may guide decision making in terms of the rights of employees 
regarding fair treatment, as well as how to deal with conflict, grievances and cooperation, 
amongst other matters.  
Nel et al. (2012) recommend the following for managing employment relations in 
organisations (these have been selected based on their relevance to the context of this study): 
 A labour relations policy should include guiding principles on the commitment to the 
development of a climate of acceptance and cooperation. 
 It should also show a commitment to the eradication of unfair as well as 
discriminatory labour practices. 
 Employment relations policies should be available and distributed to all employees. 
 Organisations should have specific policy statements on matters such as the handling 
of grievances. 
 In terms of grievance procedures, any employee should have the right to submit a 
grievance without any prejudice. In addition, a grievance procedure should provide 
immediate and effective action without an employee’s fearing victimisation.  
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In this study, two of the five gay employees interviewed expressed that they were not 
aware of any anti-discrimination policies at the organisations at which they were employed. 
All five of the lesbian employees interviewed reported that they were unaware of any anti-
discrimination policies or the procedures to be followed should they experience 
discrimination. Two lesbian employees in this study reported that they had gone to HR to file 
complaints of discrimination but these were simply dismissed and not followed up further.  
According to South African law, more specifically, the Basic Conditions of 
Employment Amendment Act (Government Gazette, 2014), same-sex parents are afforded 
the same rights as heterosexual parents, in terms of family responsibility leave. For example, 
with same-sex lesbian parents, one parent is afforded four months’ maternity leave, while the 
other parent has the right to take three days’ family responsibility leave. The law does not 
make provision for leave for fathers, except for providing three days’ family responsibility 
leave. One lesbian employee in this study reported that she had approached her HR 
department for information regarding same-sex parents and leave benefits and they did not 
have an answer to her questions.  Problems with people management practices, policies and 
procedures may lead to employees’ feeling disempowered, unengaged and demonstrating a 
lack of commitment to the organisations at which they are employed. It is evidenced from the 
aforementioned narratives that employees felt that they were not taken seriously. 
HR departments play a crucial role in managing diversity in organisations, with 
diversity training as the most widely-used method for managing workforce diversity 
(Koonce, 2001). These programmes are aimed at providing a setting for increasing awareness 
and examining stereotypes in the workplace. During diversity training initiatives, employees 
learn to value individual differences, add to their cross-cultural understanding as well as to 
confront stereotypes (Ford & Fisher, 1996). An organisation’s not providing diversity 
training when it is needed, based on the employee’s work experience, was a subtheme in this 
study generated from the interviews with both lesbian and gay employees. One gay employee 
and two lesbian employees stated that they had not received diversity training but worked in 
contexts where their co-workers continued to use stereotypes regarding homosexual 
individuals.  
 
5.2.4. Sexual harassment. Table 14 below shows the ways that the female 
participants were sexually harassed.  
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Table 14  
Types of sexual harassment experienced by lesbian employees 
Types of sexual harassment Participants  
Physical sexual harassment KK 
Requesting to view inappropriate photographs  Meryl  
Questions/remarks of a sexual nature Jordan  
Anne 
KK 
Meryl  
 
Table 14 presents the types of sexual harassment experienced by the lesbian 
employees in this study. These include physical sexual harassment, requesting to view 
inappropriate photographs and questions/remarks of a sexual nature. Both heterosexual male 
and female employees were the perpetrators of sexual harassment against the lesbian 
employees interviewed in this study. However, the dominant perpetrators of sexual 
harassment were heterosexual male employees. Sexual harassment against lesbian employees 
occurred in a variety of industries such as the manufacturing industry, banking/finance, and 
health insurance industry in the context of this study.  
Only the lesbian employees in this study experienced sexual harassment whereas 
previous studies found harassment against both gay and lesbian employees. The reason for 
this discrepancy may be that South African employees are more biased towards lesbian 
individuals than gay individuals. That is, heterosexual individuals may be more accepting of 
gay men than of lesbian women. In the UK, however, Colgan et al. (2006) found harassment 
to occur against a range of LGBT employees (i.e., not only lesbians). In addition, Palmer 
(1993) suggests that homosexual employees often experience harassment and fears that 
revealing their sexuality may impact on their career choices. The Williams Institute Report 
(2009) on discrimination found cases of verbal harassment at work against LGBT employees.  
As previously stated, sexual harassment may be seen as simply another form of 
workplace bullying but in the context of this study, it is seen as a separate theme in order to 
distinguish between the nature of lesbian and gay experiences of discrimination in the 
workplace. This is because sexual harassment is seen as a specific type of discrimination that 
may occur against homosexual employees. To illustrate, overt discrimination involves visible 
acts of unequal treatment, such as sexual harassment or a lack of promotion opportunities 
(Benokraitis & Feagin, 1986). Workplace heterosexist discrimination may be provided as an 
explanation for the incidence of sexual harassment, and may be defined as the stigmatisation 
or harassment of homosexual employees, behaviours or identities in the workplace (Waldo, 
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1999). Within the context of this study, heterosexual employees may have sexually harassed 
the lesbian employees because they perceived their heterosexual status to be superior to that 
of homosexuality. In terms of the South African context, Section 6 of the Employment Equity 
Act discussed in Chapter One states that, ‘Harassment of an employee is a form of 
discrimination and is prohibited on anyone, or a combination of grounds of unfair 
discrimination listed in subsection (1)’ (EE Act No. 55 of 1998).  
The Prototype Model may also be used to explain the incidence of sexual harassment. 
As described in Chapter Two, in the Prototype Model, perceived discrimination is determined 
by how well an incident reflects the norms regarding social responsibility held by individuals 
(Harris et al,. 2004). To understand the determinants of perceived discrimination, the notion 
of prototypes and expectations has been used in various studies (see Inman, 2001; Inman & 
Baron, 1996). The main variable in this regard seems to be the degree to which an individual 
is perceived to have violated the norm of social responsibility. The norm requires that 
individuals who have power should not take advantage of those who are perceived to have 
less power (Rodrin et al., 1990). The greater the degree to which an individual has violated 
this norm, the greater the likelihood that they will be perceived as having discriminated 
against another individual (Harris et al., 2004). Within the context of this study, it appears 
that the heterosexual employees who were the perpetrators of sexual harassment violated the 
norm of social responsibility in terms of not causing harm to vulnerable groups, such as 
lesbian employees.  
The Integrated Threat Theory and Social Identity Theory described in Chapter Two 
provide a further explanation for the occurrence of sexual harassment. To illustrate, in terms 
of homosexual discrimination, Crandall (1994) suggests that there is a relationship between 
symbolic threats and sexual orientation groups. For example, individuals who view 
homosexuals as violating important norms and values generally have negative attitudes 
towards homosexual individuals (Haddock et al., 1993). Within the context of this study, in 
terms of Social Identity Theory, sexual harassment may have been used as a means to protect 
the status of heterosexual employees as being superior to homosexual employees. In terms of 
the Integrated Threat Theory and the present study, heterosexual employees may have used 
sexual harassment as a reaction to feeling threatened by the lesbian employees in this study.  
I believe that stereotypes and prejudice played a role in the participant’s experiences 
of sexual harassment at work. In this study, none of the gay employees interviewed reported 
experiencing any form of sexual harassment at work. Sexual harassment may be defined as a 
form of discrimination and may include for example sexual threats, bribery, sexual jokes or 
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comments, and even touching (Bell, Mclaughlin, & Sequeira, 2002). Sexual harassment has 
shown to result in a variety of negative outcomes, such as job dissatisfaction and absenteeism 
(Schneider, Swan, & Fitzgerald, 1997). Employees who experience sexual harassment at 
work have also been shown to exhibit nervousness, anger and irritability (Loy & Stewart, 
1984), low self-esteem and increased stress levels (Kauppinen-Toropainen & Gruber, 1993). 
In this study, the participants reported feeling annoyed, offended and even uncomfortable in 
some instances as a result of these experiences at work. This is because these experiences 
were unwanted and not welcomed by the employees who underwent them. From the 
participants’ narratives it is apparent that sexual harassment may lead to feelings of disrespect 
and violation. It appears from the employees’ experiences that sexual harassment leads to 
feelings of discomfort and possibly even shame. The occurrence of sexual harassment has 
vast implications for organisations, such as costly lawsuits, or employee outcomes such as a 
lack of engagement, commitment or productivity. 
 
Table 15  
Integrated display of the themes and subthemes generated 
Gay employees’ experiences/perceptions of prejudice and stereotypes          Participants 
 Prejudicial/stereotypical remarks 
 
Being treated differently 
David 
Ri  
Smiley  
 
   
Lesbian  employees’ experiences/perceptions of prejudice and stereotypes 
 Prejudicial/stereotypical remarks Chai 
KK 
 Not seeing gay/lesbian employees as individuals  Chai 
 Use of derogatory terms to refer to gay/lesbian individuals  Anne 
  
Religious fundamentalism 
 
 
Being treated differently 
 
Insensitive questions/remarks 
 
Questions regarding gender roles 
 
 
Stereotypical expectations of appearance and behaviour 
 
 
 
 
Chai 
KK 
Chai 
Meryl 
Meryl 
Jordan 
Meryl 
KK 
Meryl 
Chai 
KK 
Meryl 
Anne 
Chai 
KK 
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Gay employees’ experiences/perceptions of workplace bullying 
Ignoring ideas 
Gossiping 
Changing an employee’s job 
 
Sabotage  
Elimination 
 
Lesbian  employees’ experiences/perceptions of workplace bullying 
Being targeted 
 
Elimination  
Isolation  
 
Undermined authority 
Fear of physical assault 
Gay employees’ experiences of problems with people management 
practices, policies and procedures 
Non-promotion of anti-discrimination policies 
 
Absence of diversity training where needed 
Lesbian  employees’ experiences of problems with people 
management practices, policies and procedures 
Not addressing employees’ concerns regarding discrimination 
 
Absence of diversity training where needed 
 
No HR policies for same-sex parents 
Non-promotion of anti-discrimination policies 
 
Types of sexual harassment experienced by lesbian employees 
Physical sexual harassment 
Requesting to view inappropriate photographs 
Questions/remarks of a sexual nature 
  
  
 
 
Ri 
Ri 
Jan 
Ryan 
Ri 
Ri 
Ryan 
 
Meryl 
KK 
KK 
Meryl 
Anne 
KK 
KK 
 
 
Jan  
David 
Jan 
 
 
Meryl 
KK 
Chai  
KK 
KK 
All 
participants  
 
KK 
Meryl 
Jordan 
Anne 
KK 
Meryl 
 
5.3. Integration  
 Chapter Four of this study provided the naïve understanding and structural analysis 
phases of the data analysis. As part of the structural analysis phase, data from the interviews 
were provided and the themes and subthemes that were constructed from the data were listed. 
These themes and subthemes show that gay and lesbian employees experience a variety of 
differential or unfair treatment in the work context. In this chapter, the experiences of gay and 
lesbian employees in the work context were compared. Explanations for the incidence of their 
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experiences were also drawn from the literature provided in Chapter Two. In Chapter Six, a 
conclusion for this study is provided.  
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CHAPTER SIX: 
CONCLUSION 
6.1. Introduction 
 With the interpretation of the narratives provided in Chapter Five of this study, in this 
chapter I shall provide a synopsis of the study. Following this, I shall give recommendations 
for future research, as well as the limitations and practical implications for this study. I shall 
conclude this chapter with my personal views on the future of the experience of workplace 
discrimination against gay and lesbian employees with the South African work context.  
6.2. Synopsis of the study  
 The primary aim of this study was to explore the nature of perceived workplace 
discrimination as experienced by homosexual employees in a work setting within the South 
African work context. Given the exploratory nature of this study, a qualitative approach was 
chosen. Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the method of data collection and were 
conducted with five gay employees and five lesbian employees who were willing to discuss 
their past and current work experiences with me. Following the interviews, an analysis of the 
data was conducted, after which the themes pertaining to their experiences were identified. 
Possible explanations for these experiences were explored and aligned with the literature 
provided in Chapter Two. I found that the themes generated in this study were consistent with 
previous global research on workplace discrimination against gay and lesbian employees.  
6.3.  Main findings 
 The lesbian and gay employees interviewed in this study perceived themselves to 
have experienced workplace discrimination. An analysis of the employees’ narratives 
suggested that the experiences of discrimination at work were slightly different for gay 
employees than for lesbian employees. To illustrate, three themes were generated for gay 
employees, namely workplace bullying, the use of prejudice and stereotypes, and problems 
with people management practices, policies and procedures. Four themes were generated for 
lesbian employees and these are workplace bullying, the use of prejudice and stereotypes, 
problems with people management practices, policies and procedures, and sexual harassment. 
In addition, each of these themes (even the themes common to both gay and lesbian 
employees) differed for the two groups in the subthemes generated.  
In this study, both gay and lesbian employees experienced some form of workplace 
bullying. The types of workplace bullying generated for gay employees comprised ignoring 
ideas, gossiping, changing an employee’s job, sabotage and elimination. The types of 
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workplace bullying generated for lesbian employees included being targeted, elimination, 
isolation, having their authority undermined, and fear of physical assault.  
Both lesbian and gay employees experienced some form of the use of prejudice and 
stereotypes by their heterosexual co-workers. Gay employees experienced discrimination in 
the form of prejudicial and stereotypical remarks, and being treated differently; while lesbian 
employees experienced a use of prejudicial and stereotypical remarks, gay/lesbian 
employees’ not being seen as individuals, use of derogatory terms to refer to gay/lesbian 
individuals, religious fundamentalism, being treated differently, insensitive 
remarks/questions, questions regarding gender roles, and stereotypical expectations of 
appearance and behaviour. 
In the context of this study, both lesbian and gay employees experienced some 
problems with people management practices, policies and procedures. To illustrate, from the 
interviews with gay employees in this study only two subthemes were constructed under the 
theme ‘problems with people management practices, policies and procedures’. These 
subthemes were a lack of awareness of anti-discrimination policies, and an absence of 
diversity training where needed based on the employee’s work experiences. The lesbian 
employees in this study, on the other hand, reported experiencing more problems with people 
management practices, policies and procedures. These include not addressing employees’ 
concerns regarding discrimination, a lack of policies for same-sex parents, a lack of 
awareness of anti-discrimination policies and an absence of diversity training where needed.  
In terms of this study, only lesbian employees experienced some form of sexual 
harassment. The types of sexual harassment experienced by the lesbian employees in this 
study include touching, requesting to view inappropriate photographs of an employee with 
sexual content, and inappropriate questions of a sexual nature/sexually-suggestive remarks. 
The perpetrators of sexual harassment against the lesbian employees interviewed in this study 
were both heterosexual male and female employees. The dominant perpetrators, however, 
were heterosexual male employees.  
6.4. Managerial implications  
 Based on this study, I have two main suggestions for organisations: firstly, to promote 
employment relations policies and strategies, and secondly, to provide diversity training to 
employees, with a focus on gay and lesbian employees in order to create sensitivity and 
awareness. The findings of this study provide a deeper level of understanding of the 
workplace experiences by gay and lesbian employees of discrimination. In addition, the 
findings of this study serve to demonstrate the differential and possible unfair treatment of 
  
87 
 
gay and lesbian employees. This study also highlighted the differences in workplace 
experiences of gay and lesbian employees and suggests that lesbian employees may 
experience more extreme forms of workplace discrimination. In the South African work 
context, all of the relevant legislation protecting homosexual employees exists but, as 
demonstrated in this study, whether this is actually implemented in the work domain is 
questionable. In Chapter Five, a case was made for managing HR policies, such as grievance 
procedures, and making all employees aware of an organisation’s employment relations 
policies and procedures.  
Moreover, the findings of this study, as well as various other studies, have 
demonstrated the importance of managing diversity in the workplace. A lack of focus on this 
are of management has severe, negative consequences, such as the experiences demonstrated 
in this study. In some instances, diversity training is provided but with little focus on gay and 
lesbian content; the focus is instead on cultural and religious differences. In the design of 
diversity training initiatives in organisations, it is recommended that gay and lesbian 
employees be consulted as they have first-hand experience of their differential and possible 
unfair treatment.  
6.5. Limitations and methodological considerations 
 The participants in this study had worked in different sectors for varied lengths of 
time but all of them had extensive working experience and I was able to obtain a rich 
understanding of the meaning of their work experiences as homosexual employees. Since the 
participants in this study were mainly white, a greater variety of ethnocultural groups may 
have changed the findings of this study. However, in this study, the demographic details of 
the participants were secondary to the experiences of workplace discrimination and their 
ability and willingness to narrate their workplace experiences. A further limitation may be 
that only a small number of industries were represented in this study. A wider variety of 
industries may have yielded different findings. Another possible limitation was the lack of 
literature available on workplace discrimination against homosexual employees within a 
global context. As explicated in Chapter Two, such research has predominantly been 
conducted in Western and developed contexts. Lastly, no member-checkings were performed 
in this study. 
Lindseth and Norberg (2004) suggest that receiving true narratives from participants 
in a study presupposes that the participants are aware of their lived experiences. The 
participants in this study expressed a strong desire to discuss their work experiences, and they 
may have reported on their most significant experiences of workplace discrimination as they 
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remembered these experiences during the interview. Nunkoosing (2005) asserts that 
participants’ stories are likely to change over time and that this may always present a problem 
where human experiences are examined and explored.   
 As an interviewer I was sensitive to the needs of the participants whilst conducting the 
interviews. After the interview was concluded I provided the participants with the 
opportunity to discuss any other matters of personal interest, relating to the study or simply to 
reflect on their work experiences covered during the interview.  
 In this study the data analysis was performed using the hermeneutic phenomenology 
approach suggested by Ricoeur (1976). According to Ricoeur (1976, p. 76), there is always 
more than one manner in which to interpret a particular text, but that not all are probable. He 
suggests that ‘an interpretation must not only be probable, but more probable than another 
interpretation.’ The interpretation suggested in this study is the one that I found most 
probable. My pre-understanding as an industrial psychology Master’s student and as a 
researcher was important as it enabled me to grasp essential meanings within the text, 
however, I was careful not to allow this to steer me into a prejudiced interpretation. I 
remained sensitive and open to alternative explanations. I presented the procedure followed 
and the findings as accurately as possible in order to assist the reader to consider whether the 
findings may be transferred to similar situations (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The interpretations 
of the findings in this study were made on the basis and perspective of my experiences and 
understanding of gay and lesbian employees in the South African work context. In alignment 
with Ricoeur’s (1976) suggestions, the findings in this study cannot be generalised but may 
be transferred to other similar situations if they were to be re-contextualised to the situation in 
question.  
6.6. Recommendations for future research   
 Based on the findings of this study, I recommend that future studies examine the 
workplace experiences of gay and lesbian employees not related to differential or unfair 
treatment at work. In the interviews, I asked some of the participants what positive 
experiences they had had at work to lighten the mood of the interview, and most had many 
positive experiences to share. I recommend thus that these be examined. During this study I 
attended a conference at an organisation which focuses on the rights of gay and lesbian 
employees and provides in-depth diversity training on issues faced by employees. This 
convinced me that the effect of progressive HR practices such as this should be examined. 
This type of research may also be conducted by using a qualitative approach.  
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 It may also be necessary to examine heterosexual employees’ attitudes towards 
homosexual individuals. This would need to be conducted using a quantitative approach and 
performed within a wide variety of sectors in the South African work context. Such a study 
would provide insight into the stereotypes and prejudices used by heterosexual individuals to 
make shortcut decisions in their interactions with gay and lesbian employees. 
6.7.  Theoretical and practical contributions   
The theoretical contribution of this study adds to the existing body of knowledge on 
discrimination and homosexual employees in the workplace, as well as homosexual 
employees’ discriminatory experiences in the workplace. By having examined previous 
studies, a greater depth of understanding of the nature of homosexual employees’ experiences 
within the South African context is gained. It serves to bring forth an awareness of the 
possible types of discrimination against gay and lesbian employees that exist within South 
African organisations. This study also makes a theoretical contribution in terms of the data 
analysis approach, hermeneutic phenomenology being limited in studies in the field of 
industrial psychology. From a global perspective, this approach has generally been used in 
the field of medicine in Scandinavian countries (see Jumisko et al., 2007; Lindgren et al., 
2014; Praestegaard et al., 2013; Soderberg et al., 2002). In the South African context, to the 
best of my knowledge, only four previous studies have used this data analysis approach or 
paradigmatic view in industrial psychology (see May, 2012; May et al., 2012; Oosthuizen & 
Naidoo, 2010; Pretorius, Cilliers, & May, 2012). The studies conducted in industrial 
psychology in the South African context have used hermeneutic phenomenology but have not 
used the Ricoeur (1976) method of data analysis. 
The practical contributions of the study provide an awareness and understanding of 
workplace discrimination against homosexual employees. It is hoped that the findings of this 
research would lead to a re-examination of human resource practices and policies regarding 
diversity training and anti-discrimination. Discrimination in the workplace also has an impact 
on an employee’s wellbeing, which would need to be addressed by means of the introduction 
of progressive HR policies. 
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EPILOGUE 
Throughout this study, I gained several key insights. Before beginning the data 
collection part of this study, I joined the LBGTI student society Liberati at a university in 
Johannesburg, which was formed in order to play an activist role at the university. I originally 
joined to find student participants who were working part-time, but later decided to focus my 
efforts on individuals who were working full-time. Despite not gaining any participants from 
Liberati I decided to continue my membership with the society throughout the duration of 
this research project in order to gain an understanding about LGBT individuals and their life 
experiences. Through attending the society’s meetings and by listening to the member’s life 
stories I was able to gain a new perspective on the LGBT community. This experience 
prepared me for the interviews I conducted with the participants in this study. It also afforded 
me the opportunity to be able to engage actively with the participants in a personable manner 
and gain a sense of empathy for their experiences.  
In addition to joining this society, I attended two conferences which involved 
discussing the issues faced by LGBT individuals. The first conference I attended was held by 
an American guest speaker in Sandton, northern Johannesburg. This conference involved a 
discussion on the issues facing LGBT employees in organisations. Various human resource 
professionals attended this conference and it was exciting for me to discover that some 
attention is being paid to this matter within South African organisations. The second 
conference I attended involved a discussion on the issues faced by LGBT individuals in 
society, such as violence, physical assault and corrective rape. The conference was held at a 
local university in Johannesburg and was conducted by a well-known human rights activist in 
South Africa, Judge Edwin Cameron. During this conference he stated that he had never 
experienced workplace discrimination due to his sexual orientation. This was because there 
was a focus on his ability to do his job, and his sexual orientation did not influence his ability 
to perform his duties. Both of these conferences resonated with me and the context of this 
study. 
In addition to the aforementioned, I engaged in a process of reflexivity throughout the 
duration of the study. Due to the subjective nature of qualitative research (Pope & Mays, 
1999), a researcher is required to engage in a process of reflexivity. Shaw (2010) suggests 
that reflexivity may be defined as a process where researchers are able to evaluate and 
develop a deepened sense of awareness of themselves. According to Houghton, Casey, Shaw, 
and Murphy (2013), reflexivity may be viewed as a way to achieve rigour in qualitative 
research, that is, to achieve credibility, dependability and conformability of a study. The 
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importance of reflexivity in qualitative research lies in the notion that the researcher acts as a 
key instrument in a study (Creswell, 2013). Due to this, Wolcott (2010) asserts that readers 
have a right to know about researchers and what prompted their interest in a topic. This is 
referred to as reflexivity and is necessary in qualitative research due to the intimate 
involvement of the researcher in the entire research process. Etherington (2004) asserts that if 
researchers are able to remain aware of how their own thoughts, feelings, culture, 
environment and social history inform them as they engage with participants, then perhaps 
they may come close to the rigour that is required of good qualitative research. Reflexivity 
involves a researcher questioning their attitudes, thoughts and reactions in relation to the 
participants in a study (Bolton, 2010). Essentially, this may involve where a researcher is 
coming from, their values, beliefs, interests and goals that may have had an impact on the 
chosen research area of interest (Cousin, 2009).  
My own reflexivity follows the approach suggested by Darawsheh (2014). The first 
approach suggested involves situating the researcher. This requires researchers to stipulate 
their stance and views in relation to their research (Finlay & Ballinger, 2006). My personal 
stance regarding discrimination and homosexuality was provided in the prologue of this 
paper.  
The second approach to reflexivity suggested by Darawsheh (2014) is called 
transparent research and involves explicating the philosophical position of a researcher 
(Finlay, 1998). In this paper, my philosophical views were presented at the beginning of this 
chapter, that is, interpretivism and social constructionism. In this study, my philosophical 
principles guided my chosen methodological approach.  
The third approach to reflexivity, as suggested by Darawsheh (2014), involves 
discerning an approach to data analysis. This approach entails being transparent in discussing 
the analytical approach utilised for arriving at interpretations and conclusions (Ritchie & 
Spencer, 1994). In this study, my approach to data analysis was founded on the principles of 
hermeneutic phenomenology, which was explained at the beginning of this chapter. I was 
nervous about using this approach as this way my first attempt at a qualitative research study 
but I conducted extensive research on this method before attempting to analyse the data 
obtained from the participants in order to build my confidence with this approach.  
The fourth approach to reflexivity utilised by Darawsheh (2014) involves adjusting a 
researcher’s actions and the research process. This requires a researcher to reflect on their 
actions during the data collection process of a research project (Etherington, 2004). In this 
study, reflexivity helped me to remain aware of cues during an interview with a participant. 
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In line with Darawsheh (2014), during each interview I endeavoured to remain aware of my 
performance as an interviewer, the actual place and setting of the interview, the participant 
and their level of comfort with me as the interviewer. For most of the interviews, I was 
nervous beforehand and had to provide myself with some positive self-talk before meeting 
with the participants. I practised asking the questions and what I was going to say beforehand 
to build my confidence. In order to build rapport and trust with the participants, I made 
‘chitchat’ with them so that they would view me as being friendly, and thereafter feel 
comfortable discussing their experiences with me. During the interviews, I made eye contact 
with the participants and nodded to the responses to convey my understanding and empathy. 
After each interview, I reflected on my performance during the interview and thought about 
whether I was successful at making the participant feel comfortable as well my ability to ask 
probing questions and actively listen to the participant’s story.   
The fifth approach to reflexivity suggested by Darawsheh (2014) involves the 
subjective role of researchers. Reflexivity assists a researcher to obtain a greater depth of 
awareness of themselves as individuals and as researchers, and how this may influence the 
data analysis process (Darawsheh, 2014). In the context of this study, I learned about my 
ability to ‘see the bigger picture’. Throughout the research process, I thought about what this 
research meant to me as an individual, being ‘pro-gay’, as well as believing in human rights 
and fair treatment. After each interview I thought about the emerging themes presented by the 
participants and how these would link to interviews with previous participants. After each 
interview, I reflected on how the data would fit together at the end of the data collection 
process. In terms of controlling my subjective influences to generate credible findings 
(Darawsheh, 2014), I realised the need to conduct the interviews with the participants with 
confidence and professionalism. I realised that I was representing the field of industrial and 
organisational psychology, and needed to behave as such. I had to control my nervousness of 
interviewing individuals who were in some cases much older than I was and demonstrate a 
professional yet caring and empathetic stance.  
After completing this study, I reflected on the outcomes and my findings. Whilst the 
findings of this study suggest some severe cases of discrimination at work, most of the 
participants in this study reported also having many positive experiences at work, suggesting 
that society’s perceptions are definitely changing toward homosexual individuals in terms of 
accepting them. However, the findings of this study suggest that there is still much work to be 
done in certain sectors and organisations in terms of gay and lesbian employees’ rights and 
the manner in which they feel that they treated as equals. In addition, much work still needs 
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to be done in broader society, given the number of corrective rapes reported each year. 
Despite this, I feel positive about the future of South Africa in terms of the equal treatment 
and acceptance of gay and lesbian individuals in society. My optimistic outlook is due to the 
various positive interactions at work experienced by the employees in this study.  
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Appendix A 
 
Informed Consent Agreement 
Please read this consent agreement carefully before you decide to participate in the 
study. 
Purpose of the research study: The purpose of the study is to understand the nature of 
discriminatory experiences against homosexual employees within the South African work 
context.  
What you will do in the study as a participant: As a participant in this study you will be 
required to engage in a one-on-one interview with the researcher regarding your work 
experiences. Whilst completing the interview you may skip any questions that make you feel 
uncomfortable and you may stop the interview at any time. The interview will be recorded on 
a digital recording device and thereafter will be transcribed for the purposes of analysis.  
Time required: The study will require about 30 minutes of your time. This study includes a 
single interview session at any time that is convenient for you between July and August 2014.  
Risks: There is no risk of any nature to any person, group or the organisation at which you 
are employed.  No sensitive or competitive information about the organisation at which you 
are employed is required.  
Benefits: There are no direct financial benefits to you for participating in this research study.   
Confidentiality: The data collected from this study regarding your work experiences will 
remain private and confidential. Therefore, your identity will not be revealed. Data will be 
collected using a digital recording device, it will be safely stored electronically.   
Data linked with identifying information: The information that you provide in the 
interview will be handled confidentially.  Your information will be assigned a code number.  
The list connecting your name to this code will be kept in a safe location.   
Limitations for this study:  
Anonymity: The information that you give in the study will not be anonymous but will be 
handled confidentially. Due to the nature of this study, only confidentiality will be ensured. 
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Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed: In some cases it may not be possible to guarantee 
confidentiality.  However, only authorised individuals will have access to the results of this 
study, that is only personnel from the Department of Industrial Psychology and People 
Management will have access to the information collected.  
Voluntary participation: Your participation in the study is completely voluntary.   
Right to withdraw from the study: You have the right to withdraw from the study at any 
time without penalty.  Should you decide to withdraw from this study, all evidence obtained 
will be destroyed.  
How to withdraw from the study: If you would like to withdraw at any stage during or after 
this study, please contact the researcher.  
Payment: You will receive no payment for participating in the study. 
If you have questions about this study, contact: 
Catherine Lotter (researcher) 
at catherine_lotter@yahoo.com  or on 0790155703.  
Department of Industrial Psychology & People Management 
Faculty of Management  
University of Johannesburg  
Website:  www.uj.ac.za  
Auckland Park Campus  
PO Box 524, AUCKLAND PARK, 2006 
Study Supervisor, contact: 
Mrs L Sekaja 
At lsekaja@uj.ac.za 
Lecturer: Department of Industrial Psychology & People Management 
Faculty of Management  
University of Johannesburg  
Website:  www.uj.ac.za  
Auckland Park Campus  
PO Box 524, AUCKLAND PARK, 2006 
Study co-supervisor 
Mr BG Adams 
At bgadams@uj.ac.za 
Lecturer: Department of Industrial Psychology & People Management 
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Faculty of Management  
University of Johannesburg  
Website:  www.uj.ac.za  
Auckland Park Campus  
PO Box 524, AUCKLAND PARK, 2006 
 
Agreement: 
I agree to participate in the research study described above. 
Signature: ________________________________________  Date:  _____________ 
 You will receive a copy of this form for your records. 
 
 
 
 
 
